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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. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
    ~ 
 
    “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. 
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     “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. 
 
    Grabbing the broom while Sam started stacking chairs onto tables, I did a quick lap around the front of the store. I emptied the dustpan into the trash sack by the back door, tying the strings up so it could be hauled to the dumpster we shared with our neighbors on this little shopping strip – Flo’s Flowers, Auntie Em’s Antiques, and the Bait & Tackle store. 
 
    “That looks like everything,” said Sam, joining me and grabbing her keys from the hook on the side of one cabinet. 
 
    “Great, I’ll take the trash. See you tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Yeah – I’ll pick you up at 6?” 
 
    “Perfect!” 
 
    Sam locked the back door as I strode to the dumpster to deposit our offering. By the time I clicked the unlock button on my key fob, Samantha’s yellow Nissan Juke was speeding out of the rear parking lot. Climbing into my dark blue four-door pickup truck, I crossed my fingers that it would crank. Bought from a used car lot three years ago, it had almost two hundred thousand miles on it and lately seemed to cough and sputter more than it used to. Still, it was mine, free and clear, and I loved it. I loved to drive down on the beach, park and put the tailgate down. I could just sit and watch the ocean for hours. Tonight, the truck roared to life and I said a quick prayer of thanks before driving home. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Two hours later I flopped onto the couch with a sigh of frustration. What in the world was I supposed to pack for a spa trip? I’ve never been to a spa…who am I kidding I’ve never even had my nails done. I was stressing out way too much over this, which meant maybe I was more nervous about leaving the bakery for almost a week than I thought I was. It was a vacation; vacation would be nice. I just need to figure out what specifically to pack and be done thinking about it. 
 
    I knew what I needed to do. Snatching my phone off the turquoise coffee table, I dialed Sam. When the ringing ceased, I started rambling before she could even say hello. “What in the world am I supposed to pack for a spa stay? What are we even going to be doing – how do I know what is appropriate? I mean how many clothes do we even need? I thought they made you be naked or wear a towel or something to get a massage? Can we really spend four days getting a massage; I’ll lose my mind.” 
 
    A distinctly masculine throat cleared on the other end of the phone. 
 
    I checked the screen. It said Sam I Am, my contact name for Samantha, so at least I had dialed the right number. 
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    I slapped a palm to my forehead. Just what I was afraid of. 
 
    “Griff.” 
 
    “Yep.” More throat clearing. 
 
    “Why the heck would you be answering Sam’s phone?” I shouted, embarrassed that he had been the recipient of my brief freak out and embarrassing lack of clothes discussion. 
 
    “I’m having dinner with Sam. She went to the restroom and left her phone. I thought something might be wrong when I saw it was you, so I answered.” 
 
    “Nope, nothing wrong here.” 
 
    “That isn’t what it sounded like to me.” 
 
    “You heard wrong.” 
 
    “So, about those spa clothes...” he started in a low voice. 
 
    I heard some background noises and what might have been light screeching and laughter. 
 
    “Piper,” Sam’s voice came through the speaker. “Sorry, I had to wrestle the phone from my about-to-get-no-free-desserts-ever-again big brother. He said you needed some help with something?” 
 
    “Never mind, I got it,” I lied, pretty sure I could feel my face glowing red for the second time today. 
 
    “Okay, you sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure. Thanks, Sam, I’ve gotta go.” 
 
    I threw the phone onto the couch cushions and jumped up. What in the world was up with today and embarrassing moments in front of Griffin. I had never cared what he thought before. I put a chamomile tea pod into the Keurig and marched to my bedroom, determined to pack and go to bed. 
 
    Beep. 
 
    Beep. Beep. 
 
    Faintly, I could hear my text messages going off in the living room. Tossing the two pair of yoga pants and cargo pants that I was holding into my lime and turquoise chevron duffle bag on my way out of the bedroom, I hurried to read them. 
 
    Sam: Made Griff spill. 
 
    Sam: Comfy clothes. 
 
    Sam: And one or two cute dresses. 
 
    I hit reply. 
 
    Me: Why dresses?? 
 
    Me: Really? 
 
    Sam: Yes. They have fancy meals at these places sometimes. 
 
    Me: And they don’t think you can eat meals in yoga pants? 
 
    Sam: lol lol lol! 
 
    Sam: Just bring one or two. Can borrow some of mine also. 
 
    Me: Fine. 
 
    My tea finished making in the small kitchen alcove of my apartment. I poured it into a large mug, adding a few ice cubes. What? I’m from the south, we don’t drink hot tea. 
 
    After several fortifying sips, I felt calm enough to face my arch nemesis: my closet. 
 
    It isn’t that I didn’t enjoy or have clothes. I did. I just leaned more towards comfortable, practical clothes. Unlike Sam’s mom, my mom wasn’t a fancy dress-up kind of person. My parents both worked long hospital and nursing shifts. They wore scrubs by day and shorts by night. I guess I kind of adopted the “if you don’t need it, don’t buy it” habit and the majority of the time, I didn’t need to dress up. 
 
    Fortunately for my closet’s sake, when Sam and I became friends during college a few years ago, she had taken me shopping with her several times. Not because she had a problem with my style. She just loved to shop. I knew somewhere in this mess were at least two or three dresses Sam had bought me a while ago. Now, I just had to find them. And hope they still fit, I thought, acknowledging the niggling fear that maybe I’d consumed too much cookie dough lately. 
 
    Wrenching hanger after hanger of t-shirt, jeans, and the occasional sweater out of the way I finally succeeded. 
 
    “Gotcha!” I triumphed over the closet too soon; as it mocked me in silence, the hanger that I needed snagged on several others sending everything to the floor in a jumbled mess. 
 
    Forty-five minutes and an entire closet reorganizing session later, I had my duffle zipped up tight and tossed it by the door. Surely, I wasn’t going to need any more than that for only four days, and I was staying in the same town too! 
 
    A shower and a shave later – can’t have people rubbing and massaging stubbly legs after all – I pulled down the covers on my bed and crawled in.  
 
    Knowing I had several hours to sleep late in the morning compared to a normal bakery day, I opened my nightstand drawer and dug around until I found my Kindle e-reader. There was a particularly handsome knight wandering around lost in a forest where he stumbled upon a maddeningly bossy maiden who refused to believe she needed to be rescued. It had been weeks since I had taken the time to read; typically, I spent all my free time making up new recipes. Tonight, however, I vowed to begin my relaxing early and I was more than ready to find out whose stubbornness won out at the end of this hilarious tale. 
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    Beep. 
 
    Thirty seconds after I closed my eyes my phone went off.  
 
    Except the phone said 6:05 AM, which would mean I had truly slept a full seven hours. Wow. When was the last time that happened, I wondered? 
 
    Beep. 
 
    It was a new message from Sam: I’m outside. 
 
    Sam: I brought the last three chocolate chip muffins. 
 
    I pulled on my socks before hopping out of bed and shuffling to unlock the front door of my tiny condo. 
 
    “Morning!” I hugged my best friend, then opened the door for her to come in. 
 
    “Piper, did you actually oversleep?” her eyes twinkled. I was known for being up before the alarm could even think of going off back when we were in college. She said the only reason she didn’t starve was that I got bored and cooked breakfast every day while waiting for the alarm to sound and signal the “start” of the day. 
 
    “Technically, it isn’t oversleeping if there was no alarm set.” 
 
    “Ha. If you say so,” she rolled her eyes. “Go get dressed, I’ll heat these up.” 
 
    “Thanks. Your coffee pods are in the drawer.” 
 
    It didn’t take me long to become presentable. I’m not a primping and preening type of girl so some snug black slacks and a flowy silver top, plus two short French braids later I was back in the kitchen scarfing down my share of the muffins. 
 
    Samantha, who please remember would probably look gorgeous in a neon purple bag, wore an understated gray jumpsuit and red, dangly feather earrings that matched her hair which was in a sleek bun at the nape of her neck. 
 
    “By the way,” Sam said over her shoulder as she rinsed her coffee cup, “I told Gladys we could swing by and pick her up as well.” 
 
    “Great. Where does she live?” 
 
    “The address she gave me is very close to Sandy Shores Evangelical Church so it will be on the way. You ready?” 
 
    I swept a lightning-quick glance around: lights were off, sink devoid of dishes, bag waiting by the door, thermostat switched to conserve energy. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I’m ready. Let’s get this over with,” I grouched, tossing my keys and wallet into a side pocket of the duffle. 
 
    Sam snickered, “It is a spa Piper, not a torture chamber.” 
 
    “Whatever you say,” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    The drive to pick up Gladys was a scenic one. Her home was in a small residential retirement community only two blocks from the beach. Bungalow homes, all of a cookie-cutter style similarity but in different shades of color, lined two clean, quiet streets. A canary-yellow bungalow screamed for attention, standing out from the muted pink, tan, blue and green hues sported by the neighboring homes. 
 
    “Let me guess…” I said as Sam drove in the direction of the exceptionally bright bungalow. 
 
    “Yep,” she said. “Number 374. This is Gladys.” She pulled the car into the short, cement drive and parked. 
 
    “I think your car blends in with the house,” I joked. 
 
    As we walked toward the door, Sam stopped and put a hand on my arm. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” 
 
    “Yes. Sounds like Gladys is in the back yard.” 
 
    The voice carried softly on the breeze over the fence but the words were indistinguishable. 
 
    “Look, there’s a gate,” I pointed. 
 
    Sam nodded and we walked the five or six feet to the gate in the fence. I raised my hand to knock on it but paused as the conversation out back amplified. 
 
    “Behave yourself while I’m gone, do you understand?” 
 
    I didn’t hear any response but Gladys continued speaking as if there had been. 
 
    “Good. It will only be a few days you know. And watch your brother, too.” 
 
    Odd. Surely Gladys didn’t have children living at home who needed caring for? 
 
    Sam looked at me and shrugged. 
 
    Curiosity aroused, I rapped my knuckles on the gate which bounced under the pressure, flinging the latch loose. 
 
    “Hello?” Gladys called, leaning around the corner of the bungalow. “Oh, hello, Piper, Samantha. Come on back here.” 
 
    “We didn’t mean to interrupt,” Sam said as she walked through the gate and glanced behind Gladys. 
 
    I nearly ran into her as she stopped short and tilted her head. 
 
    Looking past Sam, I could see that Gladys was alone. That was strange. 
 
    “No need to apologize. You weren’t interrupting. Old Jack here isn’t much for conversation anyway.” Gladys smiled and patted a tall, thin palm tree. 
 
    With a face. 
 
    “Oh!” I understood now why Sam had stopped walking suddenly. 
 
    Carved into the palm, just about eye-level, were two eyes and a grinning mouth. Gladys patted the tree affectionately, her smile softening as she looked at it and then back at us. 
 
    “Jack?” Sam asked as Gladys led us to a round table and chairs where lemonade was ready to pour into glasses of melting ice. 
 
    Gladys poured us each a glass of lemonade and sat down. “I needed a friend after my Harold passed away. My neighbor suggested I go with her to the Senior Center and do some painting class to meet new people. Well, I wasn’t much for painting and I wasn’t much for listening to a bunch of whiners which is all I think the class was really good for so I left about halfway through. On my way out though, a sign on the bulletin board caught my eye. It was for a wood carving class the following Saturday.” 
 
    Gladys took a sip of her lemonade and checked her watch. 
 
    “Oh my! We best be going. I don’t want to make us late to the spa.” 
 
    Three garment bags, three! And a suitcase plus toiletries bag later, we had Gladys loaded into the car and were on our way to the spa, at last. 
 
    “Come on,” I told Gladys. 
 
    “Yeah, you can’t just leave us hanging in the middle of a story like that,” Sam insisted. “Tell us about the wood carving class and Jack.” 
 
    “Oh, alright. I went to the woodcarving class the next weekend. Turns out, I have a real knack for it. We carved some small logs into rough dolphins.” 
 
    “No way!” I said, truly amazed. That would be such a cool talent. Not that I had anywhere to apply wood carving but cool nonetheless. 
 
    “And did you make new friends that weekend, too?” Sam asked as she stopped at a four-way stop. The spa was straight in front of us now, though still a few miles away. 
 
     “No. The class was full of men young enough to be my children except for one or two old geezers who thought they could sweet talk me into splitting the Senior Citizen Supper Special at Denny’s. No, thank you on that deal.” 
 
    I coughed into my hand to cover my laughter. Sam met my eyes in the rearview mirror and I could tell keeping a straight face was nearly killing her but since she was driving there wasn’t much else that she could do about it. 
 
    “I got up the next day,” Gladys continued without giving our mirth a second glance, “and I went out back to see if I could find some driftwood. There wasn’t anything close by. I leaned on the palm tree, just thinking about life, and started talking out loud. I do that sometimes. Then it hit me, I could carve my good friend and best listener a face. So, I did. Jack was the first but he is always happy. That is a lot of pressure. I needed someone around that was maybe a little grumpy, too, so I wouldn’t feel so out of place if I were grumpy. I planted Drew next to Jack. He’s a stubby little thing right now, kind of jealous of Jack, and so he got to have the grumpy face.” 
 
    Boy, Gladys wasn’t kidding about being lonely I thought to myself. 
 
    “I think I need to see Drew when we take you home, Gladys. I must have missed him today,” Sam told her. 
 
    “Look! We’re here,” I leaned forward from the back seat and pointed to the white gravel lined driveway to the O Heavenly Day Spa. All thoughts of Gladys talking to trees vanished as my jaw dropped open at the opulent spread where we would be spending the next four days. 
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    I stepped out of the car and continued to stare in awe. The spa was so much more impressive up close than it had appeared from the highway.  
 
    From a distance, it looked to be a cute but oversized house.  
 
    Now, staring at it, the word that came to mind was splendor. The building was a pale, moss green which stood out in relief against the blue ocean and white sands just in the background. Tan Spanish clay tiles on the roof added a charm all their own, not to mention the arches used everywhere in the architecture, from the tall arch above the front steps to the windows all framed out in arches at the top. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what custom glass for those must have cost.  
 
    Three young men, tastefully attired in matching tan pants and white button-down shirts, appeared at the car and effortlessly hauled our luggage into the foyer. 
 
    Tile floors sparkled in welcome as we stepped into the beautiful building. Ceiling fans with blades in the shape of giant palm leaves circulated blessedly cool air. I was intrigued by the fans, not only for their artistic design, but for the way they spun in a floor to ceiling direction instead of round and round as one would expect a typical fan to do. 
 
    Samantha returned from the check-in desk, already having filled out the paperwork while I was absorbed in my fascination with the fans, and she was accompanied by one of the porters. 
 
    “Please, follow me. A small respite has been prepared for you in the Tea Room,” he informed as he led us a short distance down the hall. 
 
    A very short while later, I glared at the blobs sitting on the plate in front of me, both minuscule and suspiciously slimy. We were sitting in the Tea Room, an expansive waiting lounge decorated as if a tea party was going to bust out at any minute; we were served tiny excuses for “food” on delicate china plates that might break if you looked at them too hard. No way was I touching any of this. 
 
    “Not torture, you say?” I said with more snark than was perhaps needed. “What precisely do you call this, please do tell me?” 
 
    Sam didn’t have an opportunity to respond as Gladys mistook my sarcasm literally, assuming I was asking a genuine question.  
 
    “Pardon me, ma’am?” Gladys signaled a serving girl passing by. “What do you call this stuff again?” 
 
    “Hors-d'oeuvres,” the girl supplied before moving quickly away. 
 
    “There you are Piper,” Gladys smiled as she selected three or four olives, a devil-egg spread toast, caviar, snails (I don’t care if they do sound fancy as “escargot” – they are super slimy snails, period), and what appeared to be a small portion of cheese-stuffed zucchini. “Of course, in my day, I think we would have just called them finger foods.” 
 
    Sam crunched on a grilled veggie bruschetta and shrugged. 
 
    My stomach rumbled. “Please tell me there will be real food at some point during our stay? Otherwise, I may starve.” 
 
    “These are only the pre-pampering snacks, come on Piper you are going to love this place. I promise.” 
 
    My retort was prevented by the entrance of the concierge. 
 
    “Miss Lowe, Mrs. Hill, and Miss Rivers?” The short, slim man addressed them. He had dark hair, and perfectly trimmed eyebrows, which he raised expectantly while the rest of his face remained impassive. 
 
    We stood. “Yes, that’s us,” I spoke up, more than happy to leave the hors-d'oeuvres behind. 
 
    Broussard, according to the thin white name badge, escorted us back to the reception lobby in the next room where Sam had signed in, given our names and been asked to wait while our “personal assistants” were finishing with their current guests.  
 
    I focused my attention back on the room in front of me, which boasted its own elegant beauty, though in a more modern style. Now, aside from Broussard and the chipper Mika who had taken our names earlier, three other staff members were awaiting us in reception. 
 
    “Mrs. Hill,” Broussard motioned her forward, “as part of the VIP package, Lola will be your personal assistant for the duration of your stay.” With a nod, the young girl he indicated stepped forward and smiled widely at Gladys.  
 
    “Good morning Lola,” Gladys graced her with the same warm and welcoming smile that I was coming to know her for. 
 
    “Ma’am,” Lola nodded. “Allow me to take your things.” Purse and sweater were whisked from Gladys in seconds amidst protests that she wasn’t so old and frail as to not be able to hold a bag yet. Broussard had to step in and insist that as a guest who purchased a VIP stay the staff were required to provide the utmost service. Reprimanded, Gladys huffed and followed Lola to her suite at last. 
 
    “Miss Lowe,” Broussard continued as if not bothered in the least, “your assistant is one of our best and you should find her more than competent to see to any and everything you need. The smallest request is her pleasure. Margarite,” again with the head nodding. Broussard and his stuffy manners were already on my nerves. 
 
    “Senorita Lowe,” the beautiful older Hispanic woman, probably in her sixties, bowed so low to Sam that I was afraid her hair might drag the floor. My guess was, the spa was trying to emphasize that Sam received the best service because they couldn’t afford for complaints to be brought to Deidra Lowe, one of their most frequent customers. Little did they know, Sam wasn’t much of the complaining type. 
 
    As with Gladys, Samantha allowed herself to be led from reception down a wide hallway to a suite somewhere in the facility.  
 
    “Please, enjoy your stay,” Broussard inclined his head to Sam as she passed, all deference.  
 
    Now it was my turn. 
 
    “Ah, yes, Miss Rivers,” Broussard brushed his eyes quickly over me and I couldn’t help feeling as if I had been found lacking, “as one of our contest winners, VIP treatment is included for you as well. Jill will assist you.” 
 
    Without so much as a goodbye or a farewell, Broussard spun, clicking his feet together and striding resolutely away. It was very clear where I was seen on the guest list. I wondered what Broussard thought of all the times the spa was opened up for free to the less fortunate such as human trafficking victims. It was after all partially run as a business and partially a part of the church used for ministry to those who would never be able to afford a luxury like this. I bet that didn’t make him very happy at all. 
 
    Jill broke into my thoughts and I dismissed Broussard as easily as he dismissed me, “Miss Rivers, would you care to follow me, please?” 
 
    “I will not follow you,” I said. 
 
    “Oh…” Jill’s eyes widened and she looked around for help. 
 
    “I will not follow you,” I continued, “unless you will call me Piper,” I grinned. 
 
    Jill smiled and laughed, immediately at ease again. “Happily!” she agreed. I let her take my bag and we set off down the same hallway as my friends. 
 
    “Tell me, Jill, how long have you worked at O Heavenly Day Spa?” 
 
    “Three months.” 
 
    “Do you know if my room will be near Sam and Gladys?” I chewed on my bottom lip, hoping it would be and avoiding the anxiety crowding in at being on my own in this enormous place where I felt I didn’t belong, like a big rubber clown nose trying to pass as a tomato. 
 
    “Yes. You each have one of our VIP suites. They are in their own wing and are connected to each other by an adjoining sitting room.” 
 
    “A sitting room?” 
 
    “Yes, that is correct.” 
 
    “A room for sitting? My word how fancy is this place!” 
 
    Jill turned and winked, “Fancy-schmancy.” 
 
    I laughed. “Oh, we are going to get along great,” I told her. Perhaps this wasn’t going to be as bad as I feared. At least Jill had a sense of humor and I would be close to Sam and Gladys. 
 
    We arrived at the suite, which was at the end of possibly the world’s longest hallway. At least if I got lost the entrance was in a straight line from my room, even if it was on the opposite side of the building. Jill opened the door and we entered into the sitting room first; I simply stood and stared. 
 
    Embossed gold wallpaper reflected the low chandeliers, making the room bright. I counted three deep purple divans for reclining. Cozied up to a fireplace, snug as could be, were four plush purple wing-back chairs with delicate gold roses embroidered into the cushions; all of the furniture looked plush enough that you might sink into them forever should you sit there. The carpeting was so thick I was literally itching to toss off my shoes and socks this very second to curl my toes up in it.  
 
    To my left was a floor to ceiling bookshelf full of devotionals, Bibles, word searches and who knows what else, I didn’t take the time to inspect it. 
 
    There were three doors, one on each of the other walls. From the door on the left, Sam emerged, took one look at me and burst out laughing. 
 
    I gave myself a tiny shake, certain my mouth may have dropped open while I was taking in the magnificence of this sitting room. 
 
    Jill entered the room on my left with my bag and returned empty-handed so I knew that must be my suite. I decided I could explore it later. 
 
    “Ladies,” she smiled. “Is there anything else I can get for you at this moment?” 
 
    “No thank you,” Sam answered for us both. “Margarite left us the spa services menus and said we have about an hour to decide and turn in our order?” 
 
    “Yes. I hope you have a wonderful time. Piper, my room is down the hall and there is an intercom by your bed and here by the fireplace. Please page if you need anything at all, my number is three. I will also escort you to each of your services once you are ready.” 
 
    “Great – thanks, Jill!” 
 
    After she exited, Sam and I threw ourselves onto one of the divans giggling. “I am so going to be mega-underdressed for this place,” I told her. 
 
    Gladys appeared from the last door at that moment wearing a fluffy white robe. “Piper dear, I plan to be underdressed for the next four days.” Which of course threw us into another fit of laughter. 
 
    I saw several papers spread out on the ornate glass and gilded coffee table. Giving in, I rid myself of my shoes and socks and eased down to sit cross-legged in front of the tables. 
 
    “Sam,” I raised puzzled eyes, “what kind of menus are these? There isn’t any food on here at all.” 
 
    Gladys chuckled. 
 
    Sam was very patient with me as she explained, “The spa offers several types of services, a few include massage or manicure or steam, and many of the services have different options too. So, we choose from the menus what we want. We literally place an order for pampering!” 
 
    I scanned a few of the menus in front of me: 
 
      
 
    Heavenly Massage Menu 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Hot Stone Massage 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Deep Tissue Massage 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Full Body Massage 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Reflexology Foot Massage 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Tension Release Neck Massage 
 
      
 
    Heavenly Manicure Menu 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]French Manicure 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Gel Nails 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Hot Wax Dip 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Deluxe Manicure and Nail Painting 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Bejeweled Nails 
 
      
 
    Heavenly Relaxation Menu 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Jacuzzi 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Steam Room 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Dry Sauna 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Meditation and Silent Reflection 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Yoga 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Seaweed Wrap 
 
    [image: Cloud, Thought, Weather, Cloud, Cloud]Chocolate Mask 
 
      
 
    The list went on and on. There were additional details shown beside each service. Several notated that a group or individual option were both available; others, like meditation, were for individuals only. 
 
    Passing the menus up to Gladys and Sam on the couch, I shook my head in amazement. I hadn’t realized places this deluxe even existed for most of my life, and I never in a million years imagined I would be in one. It was almost unreal. 
 
    “You pick,” I told Sam feeling more than a little overwhelmed. 
 
    “Why don’t we each pick a few things?” ever the diplomat, she just couldn’t help it. Sam passed the pedicure menu to Gladys, the relaxation menu back to me, and mulled over one of the others herself. 
 
    “Don’t forget, whatever we don’t try today we can do tomorrow or the next day girls,” Gladys was giddy with excitement. To be honest, her enthusiasm was more than a little contagious. 
 
    “Okay, I vote Steam Room and Chocolate Mask today.”  
 
    “Sounds great, Piper,” Sam agreed. “I think the Foot Massage and the Jacuzzi should make the list also.” 
 
    “Your turn Gladys.” 
 
    “Well let’s see here. The Deluxe Pedicure; it comes with a sugar scrub and a hot towel wrap.” 
 
    “Perfect!” Sam beamed. 
 
    I stood and made my way to the intercom by the fireplace, but before I could push three for Jill number two lit up and Margarite’s voice filtered through. 
 
    “Hola ladies, por favor, Senorita Lowe you are ready to place your selection?” Margarite asked in her broken English, her r’s coming out in a beautiful rolling Spanish accent. 
 
    Sam hustled to the intercom beside me, rolling her eyes as I mouthed ‘creepy’. “Yes Margarite, we are all ready, gracias.” 
 
    The intercom light blinked off. 
 
    “What, are they listening in on us? You know that was strange, I was just about to push the button.” I insisted to Sam. 
 
    She shrugged off my discomfort, “They are trained to be efficient. We have had plenty of time to look over the menus you know.” 
 
    Moments later, there was a light tapping on the door. It opened before the tapping even stopped and in came all three of our personal assistants with clipboards in hand. 
 
    We placed our requests and, after a moment of conferring, the ladies sorted out a schedule that allowed us to stay together for everything but the steam room and the jacuzzi. Gladys decided to have quiet meditation instead of the steam, saying she would use that time for her Bible study today. 
 
    We would begin with the foot massage, followed by the chocolate-mask facial together. Afterward, Gladys would go to her room for her quiet time while Sam and I split up for the steam room and jacuzzi, alternating afterward. Jill chimed in that by that time the late lunch would be served in the outdoor garden. Sam, Gladys, and I agreed to meet up there after changing clothes.  
 
    When lunch was finished, we would venture to the nail salon for our pedicures together before retiring to our room to dress for dinner. I was still dying to see an actual food menu, but there just wasn’t time to hunt one down. 
 
    Our assistants, it felt so odd thinking of them that way, left to turn in our schedules so that the services could be prepped. “If you would prefer to change into more comfortable clothes, we will return for you in ten minutes to escort you to the massage wing,” Jill told us as she went out, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “I’m quite cozy,” Gladys grinned cheekily, still lounging in the fluffy robe. I noticed it had clouds embroidered on the front with ‘O Heavenly Day’ underneath. Good. That meant she found it in her suite and I probably had one in my room too. I looked forward to slipping it on after dinner this evening. 
 
    Sam and I changed in less than fifteen minutes, both coming out in loose cargo pants and tank tops. We had discovered fluffy white flip-flop house shoes in our rooms and tossed those on as well. I offered to get Gladys hers from her room but she declined. “Can’t stand those things between my toes. I’ll wear my own shoes but thank you.” 
 
    Right on schedule, more light tapping on the door preceded the return of Lola, Margarite, and Jill. 
 
    “If everyone is ready, por favor, this way.” Margarite gestured to the hallway. 
 
    Gladys rubbed her hands together in glee, “Let’s get this party started!” 
 
    Sam and I chuckled and fell in step behind everyone. 
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    The room we were taken to for our foot massage was about midway down the hall from our suites, back in the direction of the reception area. It was beautifully decorated with a calming water theme. Fountains. Streams. Babbling brooks. Each of the four walls was a mural of indescribable beauty.  
 
    The room itself was divided in half by a six-inch wide live river meandering along the floor. There were eight chairs set up in the room, four on each side of the river. Two of the chairs were occupied so we were led to three chairs on the vacant half of the room. The chairs were firm yet comfortable, and after we seated ourselves Margarite nodded to Lola who pushed a button on each chair sending us into a deep reclining position and elevating our feet. 
 
    Jill, in the meantime, removed our shoes and slid them onto discreet shelves below the chairs. 
 
    “We return for you in thirty minutes.” Margarite preceded the other assistants from the room. 
 
    Three men came in through a different entrance behind us. Two were close to mine and Sam’s age if I had to guess and the last one, I would estimate in his fifties. With a clap of his hands, the older gentleman dimmed the can lights above our chairs. I turned to raise my eyebrows at Sam but she was laying back with her eyes shut, completely relaxed from what I could tell. 
 
    Soft, trickling water sounds began playing low in the background. I laid back, finding myself lulled deeper into relaxation when both hands of the man at my feet applied deep pressure and began rhythmically working over each and every muscle from my toe to my calf. Who knew one could derive so much pleasure from a foot rub! 
 
    I blinked and opened my eyes, surprised to find the room brightly lit yet again and the men gone. Evidently, judging by my heavy and sleep-crusted lids, I had dozed off. Sam too was stretching in her chair, but Gladys was missing. 
 
    The door from the hallway swung open revealing Margarite, Lola, and Jill. Gladys shuffled in behind them. 
 
    “Had to use the restroom,” she explained. 
 
    Each of our personal assistants reached under our respective chairs. Margarite slipped shoes onto Sam’s feet. Gladys wiggled hers in front of Lola. The poor woman evidently didn’t pay attention to Gladys already in full footwear, and Lola ceased her attempt to find shoes under the chair. Jill continued to dig underneath of my own.  
 
    “What’s wrong Jill?” I asked as her movements became a bit more frantic, jostling the last of my sleepiness away. 
 
    “Your shoes. Piper, your shoes are gone.” 
 
    I joined Jill on the floor for the search and expanded it beyond the chair; however, there was no doubt that my fluffy white slippers had disappeared from the room. As we inclined the chair back to its original position, a piece of paper fluttered to the ground. I picked it up and stuck it in my pocket to throw away later. 
 
    “Here Piper, you can wear my shoes.” Bless Sam’s heart, she knew me well enough to know I couldn’t stand walking around barefoot on tile and hard flooring. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    She grinned mischievously as she brought them close to me and spoke in a low whisper, assumedly so Margarite couldn’t overhear, “Absolutely. Imagine how scandalized my dear mother will be to learn I’ve been gallivanting around the place barefoot.” 
 
    Laughing in agreement, I happily slipped the borrowed fluffy flip flops on and looked up, only to find Margarite gazing at us with a stern expression wrinkling her brows. 
 
    “Miss Lowe, I order you another shoe right away; come, we no be late to facial,” Margarite’s accent thickened as she grew more agitated. 
 
    As it turned out, Sam didn’t have to walk barefoot very far. The facial area was just three doors down a short hallway perpendicular to what I was coming to consider the main hall. We were seated in a small alcove and handed clipboards with waivers to fill out and sign. I started to skim it, but come on, they were just going to stick some chocolate on my face and wipe it off right? With a flick and a swish, I hastily signed my life away before I had time to rethink that decision. 
 
    Sam too signed without hesitation, whether because, like me, she was willing to risk it or because she had read the form hundreds of times before and knew what it contained, I have no idea. We had barely turned in our clipboards when Margarite re-appeared around the corner, fluffy white slippers in hand. 
 
    “Thank you,” Sam dutifully placed the slippers on her feet. 
 
    “Maybe it is for the best,” I consoled her about the loss of scandalous material for her mother to hear about. “We do want Deidra to place more orders with us remember?” 
 
    “Fine,” Sam pouted. 
 
    At last, Gladys finished painstakingly pouring over her form. She slowly scratched her signature across the bottom and we were all ready to begin. 
 
    The door across the hall from our little alcove opened; a young blonde woman smiled, “Welcome! Who’s ready for some chocolate?” she joked. 
 
    “Me!” they all laughed, but I was completely serious. I should have dipped into my emergency snack stash before we left our suite earlier. Or perhaps I should consider snacking less at the bakery all day so that my body doesn’t think that I’m starving to death when I go two hours without food...nope, probably not going to happen, someone has to quality control check the goodies after all. 
 
    Thanks to my inner conversation with myself, Gladys and Sam were already in the room. The blonde stood with a puzzled look on her face, likely wondering if I was going to sit out there all day, take off and raid the kitchens for chocolate, or come in for my facial as planned. 
 
    Rising I smiled and shrugged, trying to reassure her with my eyes that I was not going to attack her and take away the chocolate. 
 
    Instead of an opulently themed room, there was a very organized, clinical vibe here, softened by a few bouquets of flowers on side tables. Furniture was sparse; three chairs reminiscent of those found in a dentist office were spaced about four feet apart. Two of them Gladys and Sam had already climbed onto – still clothed I was relieved to see – and the blonde began working on situating a small neck pillow underneath them to bring maximum comfort. 
 
    After she had inserted a u-shaped neck pillow behind each of us and reclined the chairs flat, she introduced herself. Personally, I felt introductions would have made more sense to do when we could look at her and not while we were staring straight at the ceiling. Oh well, not my spa, not my rules. 
 
    “Good morning, my name is Jan. I’m a licensed esthetician and have been doing facials at the spa just over two years now. I understand that two of you ladies own a bakery?” 
 
    Attempting to nod assent, I knocked my neck pillow loose and poor Jan had to come re-adjust it. “Sorry,” I mumbled, embarrassed. 
 
    Jan seamlessly continued, “You both work magic with chocolate on a daily basis, but today I’m going to use chocolate in a whole new way. Today I’m going to use a new recipe with chocolate on your skin. Usually, I have an assistant but they have the day off so today it will just be me.” 
 
    “Can you explain why putting it on our skin is so helpful? I mean, it just seems like a waste of perfectly edible chocolate to me.” I couldn’t help it. I wanted to know. 
 
    Jan smiled, “Great question. A store-bought chocolate mask probably isn’t something you want to put on your face. They often contain small particles of either salt or sugar; those jagged particles can actually scratch the surface of your skin. The masks I will be using for your facial treatments today are homemade from only two ingredients: dark cocoa powder and plain yogurt. The lactic acid contained in yogurt helps to unclog dirty pores; the cocoa powder is packed full of flavanols and antioxidants which help protect your skin from UV rays as well as improve blood flow.” 
 
    “Wow Piper, we have cocoa and yogurt at the bakery. Maybe on slow days, we should indulge in chocolate a bit differently,” Sam said. 
 
    “Let’s get started, shall we?” Jan gathered her already mixed masks and got to work. 
 
    Being without an assistant necessitated that Jan applies each of our masks one at a time. Having just napped, unintendedly, during our divine foot massage, and yes, I had to admit I could understand the draw of a good foot massage now, I was restless laying on the table awaiting my turn.  
 
    I cut my eyes sideways, straining to watch Jan mix up the chocolate concoction and slather it on my friends but couldn’t see much through my peripheral vision besides a portion of one table and my nose. Scared to move and knock off the pillow again, I resigned myself to the ever-exciting activity of counting ceiling tiles. 
 
    Seventy-six. 
 
    Seventy-seven. 
 
    Seventy-eight. 
 
    “Alright, Miss Rivers.” In the midst of my counting, Jan’s face appeared looming large directly over mine. Yelping, I jumped, my head colliding with her nose. 
 
    “I’m so, so sorry!” I rubbed my head while apologizing to the poor lady. 
 
    Jan, apparently a free bleeder, grabbed a hand towel from a rack nearby and fled the room. Sitting up I put my face in my hands; I am obviously not cut out for the spa life of the rich and fabulous. 
 
    Jill must have been stationed nearby to escort us after the facial because it wasn’t long at all before she stepped inside. “I saw Jan. What on earth happened?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sam asked as Gladys cupped her hands to her ears, smearing the chocolate mask. 
 
    “What, what did you say?” Gladys asked. 
 
    Neither had seen my graceful catastrophe, even now they were unable to open their eyes due to cucumber slices protecting them from the thick chocolate mixture covering their faces which ran their hairline down to the tips of their chins. Gladys’s left cucumber was now sliding, making tracks down her cheekbone. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and returned my attention to Jill. “There was a small mishap where Jan nearly gave me a heart attack and I, hopefully, did not break her nose, and to top it off I’ve completely lost count of the ceiling tiles.” I laid back down with a sigh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ]SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sam and I bid Gladys goodbye as she followed Lola back to our set of suites. 
 
    Margarite clapped her hands to hurry us along and preceded us down the hall, back in the direction of the main hall. “I can’t remember, which of us is going to the jacuzzi first?” I asked. 
 
    Jill answered me, “I am taking you to the jacuzzi. Sam will go to the steam room.” 
 
    “We get twenty minutes in each,” Sam continued, “and then we switch.” 
 
    “You must shower between,” Margarite’s thick accent cut into our conversation from several paces in front of us; that woman must have the hearing of bats. 
 
    Margarite came to a halt without warning and gestured for us to go into the room to our right. She and Jill followed us inside where Jill explained the obvious. “This is the changing room and locker storage.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sherlock,” I quipped, receiving an elbow from Sam for my trouble. 
 
    “Your suits are in the lockers,” Jill opened one to reveal my navy blue and pink striped bikini. Okay, not so sure how I feel about someone unpacking my suitcase for me. I looked to Sam but she was already carrying her own yellow and orange Hawaiian flower-print swimsuit to a changing room. Must be normal procedure, I mentally shrugged. 
 
    Once changed and wrapped in fluffy robes, also courtesy of the magic lockers, we stepped into the hall to find Margarite and Jill waiting for us. 
 
    “This way,” Margarite took off again. Talk about a woman on a mission. This time we again went towards the room where our facials, and partial facials, had taken place but took an immediate right turn down yet another offshoot hallway.  
 
    Forget menus, I needed a map! I understood the necessity of playing follow the leader in this place with the personal assistants now. The art on the walls were beautiful fluffy cloudscapes and soft sunrises. Viewpoints were both from the ground and aerial. They were breathtaking. 
 
    There was a door on each side of the hallway and, as we passed them, I read the gold-scrolled letters on the doors. Seaweed Wrap was on one in large golden letters, Massage labeled the other. At the end of the hall was a long corridor, but instead of turning left or right down the corridor we passed straight across to the continuing hallway on the other side. It was there that we found a door to the steam room on our right and the jacuzzi on our left. A long bar on the walls by each door had hooks. 
 
    “Place your robes here please,” Jill indicated the hooks. 
 
    Margarite hung up Sam’s robe for her as I placed my own on the rack. “We return in twenty minutes to switch,” Margarite told Sam as she handed her a small porcelain bowl of goop. 
 
    After Margarite and Jill were out of earshot, I asked Sam, “What is that gunk she just handed you?” 
 
    “It’s an exfoliating scrub,” Sam said, sniffing the bowl. “This one is honey and sugar, I think. Here, smell.” 
 
    It smelled delicious, causing my stomach to growl. “Why do they keep rubbing food on us?” I groaned. “When do we get to eat it?” 
 
    Sam’s laughter continued as she entered the steam room. Turning back to the frosted glass door marked Jacuzzi, I pushed it open, peering cautiously through the crack. I forgot to ask if anyone else was in here. Lord, I hoped not! What I saw made me gasp. 
 
    I stepped all the way inside and was transported into a tropical rainforest paradise. I always considered myself to have an excellent imagination; it was nothing compared to the designers of this spa. Where I had been expecting flat tile floors and a large garden tub with jets, possibly sleek shiny tiles on the walls, I found smooth, round river rock with light tan grout. Elephant ears, bird of paradise, ferns, umbrella plants, jasmine, and hibiscus surrounded me. I even saw at least five palm trees. I couldn’t name half of the plants and trees that enveloped this room if I tried.  
 
    The ceiling was painted a dusky blue, Tiki torch lanterns lit up a stepping stone path further into the room, not that it was truly dark in here. I could hear the surge of bubbling water but couldn’t yet see it. Faintly in the background, there was even a soundtrack of rustling leaves, chirping insects, and the occasional bird songs. It was truly magnificent. 
 
    Padding barefoot down the stepping stone trail, I discovered the jacuzzi tucked just enough behind two of the palms to remain concealed until the last second. When I finally stumbled upon it, the designers had successfully created a jaw-dropping awe factor. I stood transfixed. My eyes raked up the side of the ashy black rock to the lip of the volcano in front of me where, raised about three feet off the ground, the bubbling water waited, steam curling from the top and rising slowly toward the ceiling. 
 
    Oh. My. Gosh. I was giddy with anticipation. I found the discreetly concealed steps and made my way to the jacuzzi. Empty! Looks like it was my lucky day. A relaxing soak, alone, in the tropical pool heated by a “volcano”. Twenty minutes might not be enough. 
 
    Dipping my toes into the steamy water, I debated whether to get acclimated to the heat or just get in and get it over with. Finding it to be less than lobster-boiling temperature, thank goodness, I decided to climb in right away. 
 
    Resting my legs on the long bench seat, I sank lower down until my chin dipped the water with my head resting on the edge of the tub. Now this, this was the life. I wondered how Sam was enjoying the steam room. I also wondered what exactly a steam room would be like; it was going to be another first for me. Finally, I shut my thoughts down and just listened to the peaceful serenade of the forest; relished the feel of the jets massaging my back, neck. and feet. 
 
    Minutes passed. At some point later, I thought I heard the faint click of the door. “Sam?” I called out. 
 
    Nothing. Checking the small egg timer by my towel I saw there were still eight minutes left. I must have been mistaken, I decided. Shrugging my shoulders, I settled back into the water without giving another thought to the noise. 
 
    Sweat was rolling down my forehead by the time my jacuzzi session was over. “Whew!” I said to the steamy air. Carefully making my way down from the volcano pool, I took the time to dry off and was wrapping the towel around me when I heard the door open, for sure this time. The sound was followed by an immediate shriek that sent chills down my body, “Eeeeekkk!” 
 
    I took off down the path at lightning speed, swiping foliage out of my face. 
 
    “Sam, what…” I began but she cut me off waving and pointing on the stones between us. 
 
    “Snakes! Eeeee snaaaakessss!” Her squeal morphed into a cry. 
 
    Sure enough, two long, green snakes were coming right toward me on the path. Samantha was lucky she hadn’t stepped on them coming in the door. They certainly weren’t there when I came in. 
 
    “Piper, what do we do? I can’t, I just can’t! Oh yuck!” Sam was terrified of snakes, not to mention completely grossed out by them. She flattened herself against the door, standing on her toes trying to be as far from the slithery creatures as possible. 
 
    Lucky for us, I wasn’t as frozen by them as she was. I also knew that most variations of the green snakes were non-poisonous, with the exception of the green mamba and I was seriously praying a green mamba hadn’t found a way here from Africa. Armed with that knowledge, I yanked the nearest thing, a bird of paradise, out of its pot and tossed the dirt to the side. Cautiously, I stepped toward the snakes. Sam was squealing and jumping up and down, but my friend could have run out the door and left me; the fact that she didn’t spoke volumes. 
 
    Slamming the pot down over the snakes, I let out a shaky breath. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Just as we opened the door, Margarite and Jill were approaching. “Sorry we are late,” Jill said. 
 
    “There was a commotion in the suite,” Margarite added, wringing her hands together. I bet she had never been late in her life. 
 
    “What kind of commotion?” I crossed my arms. 
 
    “Gladys thought she heard someone, but there was nobody there,” Jill explained. 
 
    Sam and I shot each other a look. Well, Gladys’s presence might be accounted for, but was it a distraction to keep someone away from the jacuzzi room longer? 
 
    Sam, still fairly shaken up, pointed to the jacuzzi room and snapped. “Well, we had a little commotion of our own. Perhaps someone can explain to me just when snakes were added to the jacuzzi room? The new rainforest theme was great but I don’t think it was necessary to add creatures as well.” 
 
    Margarite’s eyes grew round. 
 
    “Snakes?” Jill furrowed her brow. “What do you mean snakes?” 
 
    “Two of them,” I told her. “Alive.” 
 
    Margarite passed out in a heap on the floor. 
 
    “Oh!” Jill knelt, waving air toward Margarite’s face. 
 
    “I’ll get Broussard,” Sam jogged down to the hallway, turning right at the wide corridor. She was back in moments with Broussard who lifted Margarite and carried her away. “I will send a temporary assistant,” he added over his shoulder. 
 
    “You can just send them to my room,” Sam told him. Turning to me, she apologized, “I’m sorry to bail but I just can’t go in there wondering if there might be more of those…yuck… those snakes.” She trembled just talking about it. 
 
    “It’s fine. Hey, I can come with you back to the suite, no big deal,” I assured her. 
 
    “No Piper. I would feel horrible. Please, go on in the steam room; I want you to experience everything while you’re here.” 
 
    “Fine,” I reluctantly agreed, “but Jill is going to see that you make it to the room okay. No arguments.” 
 
    Sam opened her mouth, presumably to protest, but Jill nodded at me and said, “Absolutely. Come now Miss Samantha, I’ll happily walk back with you. Piper,” she added to me, “I’ll be back to collect you in twenty minutes. Your honey scrub should already be inside.” 
 
    I watched until they disappeared down the hallway and then turned to the steam room. I’d been standing there in my bikini the whole time, evidently having lost my towel in the chaos with the snakes, so I pulled open the door handle and went right in. 
 
    The heat nearly knocked me over by the time I reached the bench across the room. I struggled to draw a breath, not expecting the thick, heavy steam to be quite so overpowering. I sank to the bench and felt the small porcelain bowl next to me. Figuring if I were going to do this, I might as well do it all, I smeared the cream up and down my legs. It was still cool in comparison to the hot steam so I applied it everywhere, from my forehead down my neck, behind my shoulders, over my chest and stomach. I was running low by the time I reached my arms. 
 
    The drops of sweat I shed in the jacuzzi were nothing; I was dripping water like a leaky faucet. My goodness, twenty minutes of this and I would lose eight pounds of water weight. I leaned my head back to minimize the sweat running in rivulets into my eyes. My breaths grew harsher and I realized I was really struggling to breathe. I sat up straight and became light-headed.  
 
    Just as I was about to give up and leave, I saw a silhouette on the other side of the glass door. Oh good, I thought, lying my head on my knees, Jill must be here to get me. 
 
    I stood, heading to the door but instead of someone opening it, I saw the figure disappear. Odd. Arriving at the door, I turned the handle. Nothing happened. I wiggled it but the door didn’t budge. I sank to the floor, hot and weak; so thirsty. 
 
    I’m not sure how long I slumped in the floor; I’m certain it couldn’t have been much longer when a scraping noise alerted me and then the door opened and I crawled out. 
 
    “Oh!” a startled Jill jumped backward. Then pulling herself together she helped me to my feet and steered me into a shower at the end of the hall. Turning on barely lukewarm water, she pushed me inside. It worked. The water cooled my skin and cleared the fog from my brain. I shut the stream of water off and inhaled blessed cool air, in and out, deeply over and over again. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, are you okay?” Jill asked. 
 
    “I am now,” I told her as she handed me a towel to wrap around my bathing suit. “I couldn’t get out,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, I saw, it seems the coat rack fell off the wall and was blocking the door. I’ll see to it that someone checks all of the others and tightens them up.” 
 
    “Did you come by a few minutes ago and then leave?” I asked her. 
 
    “No, I just arrived and found the coat rack blocking the door.” 
 
    “Someone else was there. I saw someone through the glass, I think they tried to lock me in.” 
 
    “What? Are you certain it wasn’t the heat?” 
 
    “I’m sure I saw someone.” 
 
    “Let’s get you into some dry clothes. I’m sure we will figure it out.” 
 
    I allowed her to lead me down the myriad of hallways back to our suites. “I’ll send someone for your clothes in the locker room,” Jill promised. “Right now, I think you should lie down.” 
 
    I could tell by her furtive glances that she was afraid I too might pass out at any moment. I was also fairly certain she didn’t believe me, but I knew I saw someone at the door right before I tried opening it. Just like I was now thinking someone had put those snakes in the jacuzzi room when I heard the click of the door the first time. 
 
    Gladys was in the sitting room when we arrived, reading a book in the window seat. “Samantha went to have a nap,” she told me. “My goodness,” she yelped, “you’re so pale. Are you okay?” 
 
    At that moment Sam’s door opened and she came out yawning. “I thought I heard voices. How was the steam room, Piper?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m going to leave you here with your friends,” Jill said. “Please consider resting before lunch.” 
 
    “What happened? Oh my gosh, were there more snakes?” Sam asked as the door shut behind Jill. 
 
    “No. Someone locked me in the steam room, Sam.” My stomach lurched. Saying it out loud made it worse. Who would do that? 
 
    “What?” she made me tell her the whole story. “You know, I think I will go lay down for a few minutes,” I said when I was done. “Jill should be bringing my other clothes, or sending someone with them.” 
 
    My eyes were already drooping, so I stripped off my wet clothes huddled into the covers and closed my eyes. 
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    The nap helped, and I felt refreshed after ten or fifteen minutes. Sam came in to wake me, handing me a bag she said had been returned from the locker. I pulled my cargo pants back on that I had worn most of the morning, hoping lunch was more casual than dinner.  
 
    Sam, Gladys and I agreed that perhaps Jill was right and the heat made me think someone was in the hall by the steam room when really there was no one. 
 
    Since we could see a portion of the back garden from the windows in our suite, where late lunch should be currently, we rebelled against the personal assistant protocol and made the short trip outside on our own. Besides, Sam knew the way from being party to previous events held here by her mother. 
 
    Of all the menus in this place, still, none were of food. There were no menus to be found for lunch at least; instead, a buffet was set out on trestle tables with bright white table runners which were set up around the entire perimeter of the garden.  
 
    The garden itself was gorgeous. Palms, banana trees, enormous oleander, hibiscus – every conceivable tropical plant had been planted to maximum advantage resulting in a breathtaking paradise that was nestled at the side of the spa’s dining room exit.  I was relieved to see the buffet was filled with real food, not those horrid little hors d’oeuvres; tables nearly buckled under the weight of sandwiches, roasted chicken, several salad options, hummus, nuts, potato salad, even a chip and dip section.  
 
    Most importantly, there was a table devoted to desserts. Tarts, cookie bars, a dark chocolate fondue fountain, banana pudding, petit fours, bonbons. I may have whimpered aloud judging by the looks I was getting from my friends as well as the table of ladies near my elbow. Dessert was just what I needed to fully recover from my steam room ordeal. 
 
    Sam, Gladys, and I each snagged a square, plastic gold plate and loaded them down. Many of the round tables being used for seating were full, but we did find one at the edge of the garden near the path to the beach with only two women seated at it. 
 
    “Pardon. May we join you?” Sam asked as we approached. 
 
    One lady, an elderly woman with a shock of short white hair, inclined her head towards the empty chairs. “Why of course, please do.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” I told them sincerely. I mean, I would have eaten sitting in the grass but at this fancy place, I assumed that type of behavior would get us removed.  
 
    “I’m Gladys, these young ladies are my friends, Samantha and Piper,” Gladys took the chair closest to the white-haired lady. 
 
    “Please, you can call me Sam,” Sam added with a smile. 
 
    Smiling in return, the older lady continued the introductions, “Pleasure to meet you three. I’m Eloise and this is my daughter Belle.” 
 
    Belle, who looked to be maybe eighteen or nineteen years old, shyly waved her fingers at us before hiding her face behind a goblet of lemonade. Lemonade! “Excuse me,” I asked, “where did you find lemonade? I didn’t see the drinks and that looks like heaven.” 
 
    “Oh! Well, they were behind the fountain, just there,” Belle pointed across the garden to a large marble fountain of angels. I could just see corners of white tablecloth poking out from behind it. 
 
    “Great! Thanks, Belle. Gladys, what can I get you to drink?” 
 
    “A water will be fine, Piper.” 
 
    “Wait, I’ll come too,” Sam folded her napkin and placed it neatly next to her plate. I looked at my wadded-up napkin in my chair smirking to myself; Sam would hate it if I told her that her mother’s lady lessons were more evident than she realized. 
 
    There was a short line at the drink table so we fell in step to the slow-moving rhythm. My stomach grumbled. Maybe I should have brought some of those chips with me over here, I thought to myself glancing over my shoulder. As I did, I saw a figure disappear behind one of the many palms and leaned to see around it. 
 
    “What are you staring at? Your food isn’t going anywhere now move, you’re holding up the line,” Sam chastised. 
 
    “I could have sworn I just saw someone familiar,” I told her, “but I didn’t catch a good look.” 
 
    Sam glanced back but by now the figure was long gone.  
 
    “Who do you think you saw? There are probably twenty-five other people out here Piper.” 
 
    “Never mind, you’re right, it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Throat clearing and whispers behind hands made it clear we were getting on the nerves of those in line behind us. Stepping quickly forward, I picked up two glasses of ice, placing one under the water and one under the lemonade jars and pushing the spigots for each. 
 
    Making our way back to the table, Sam greeted several people. Her mother’s cousin Maisy, her old friend from grade school Rachael, and others who I didn’t know. 
 
    “Are you sure you aren’t campaigning to be the next mayor?” I teased as we drew near our chairs. 
 
    “Very funny, Piper.” Sam glared. 
 
    Handing Gladys her water, I sat down and dug into the roast chicken on my plate. I was feeling absolutely famished and the chicken did not disappoint, moist, tender, and extremely well-seasoned with light barbecue spices. In fact, everything I ate was delicious, only serving to build my anticipation for the desserts. Finally, unable to stand it any longer, I pushed my plate with the last helpings of potato salad aside and pulled my dessert plate to me. 
 
    Now, what to try first? The rocky road brownie bite, vanilla bean sugar cookie, blueberry tart, or carrot cake petit four? 
 
    “Piper! Earth to Piper,” Sam caught my attention. 
 
    “Yes,” I looked up to see the entire table looking at me. Whoops, I guess I may be a little too into my dessert because it looked like I had tuned out everyone else. 
 
    “Gladys was just asking if she might taste your blueberry tart,” Sam nodded over at Gladys who was smiling with a slight twinkle in her eye. 
 
    “Oh, er, yes. Of course,” spinning the plate so the tart rested closer to Gladys, I expected her to cut off a bite. Imagine my surprise when the tart was scooped up and placed on her plate whole. 
 
    “Piper you’re a doll,” she said. “I love blueberries.” Turning to Eloise she kept right on talking, thankfully missing the dropped-jaw look I was sporting. 
 
    Somewhat sarcastically I asked, “Would anyone else like anything?” And darn if Belle didn’t look wistfully at my vanilla bean sugar cookie. Noting the severe lack of anything but salad on the plates she and her mother had eaten, I took pity on her. Sensing she was too shy to ask, I held the plate out to her, “Here Belle, why don’t you try this cookie. Obviously, I have plenty of desserts, who needs three anyway.”  
 
    Sam discreetly covered her laugh with a cough into her napkin. She knew I would gladly have eaten three whole plates just as easily as three tiny desserts. 
 
    Belle glanced at her mother, still busy discussing the good old days with Gladys, and quickly took the beautiful cookie which was covered in powdered sugar lace. “Thank you, Piper.” 
 
    The carrot cake was perfect and the rocky road brownie had me seriously considering whether or not I could fit the whole platter in my purse to sneak back to my suite; unfortunately, I hadn’t carried a purse to lunch so the point was moot. “Drat,” I muttered. 
 
    “What?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    With lunch over it was time to find the room for pedicures. Not surprisingly, our assistants were waiting for us right inside the doorway when we returned to the building from the garden. 
 
    “How was lunch?” Jill asked. 
 
    “Fantastic,” I rubbed my belly. 
 
    Lola motioned us to hurry, “We are nearly late,” she whispered. “I think Margarite would faint if her charge were late anywhere.” 
 
    Picking up our pace, the three of us followed along down several more hallways in a new direction. “I’m pretty sure I could get lost in this place,” I told Gladys and Sam. 
 
    I slipped my hands into my pockets as we walked and felt the crumpled-up paper from earlier. Pulling it out, I opened it and stopped walking, staring at it in disbelief. Similar to the note at the bakery, it was capitalized to read: I TOLD YOU - YOU CAN’T HAVE EVERYTHING. 
 
    Sam noticed me lagging behind and slowed down. I caught up to her and silently handed over the note. After a sharp intake of breath, she whispered, “Where did this come from?” 
 
    “Do you remember when my slippers went missing?” 
 
    At her nod I continued, “Evidently someone left this in their place. I thought it was garbage. I don’t know what made me open it just now.” 
 
    “Taking your slippers though, really?” 
 
    “Yep. I would say someone either doesn’t like me or is playing a really elaborate prank.” 
 
    “But who?” 
 
    “That’s what I can’t figure out. There was nobody but us and the employees in the room for the foot massage. I haven’t seen any of them before at the bakery.” 
 
    “And Gladys.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    Sam shrugged. “Gladys. She’s been at the bakery and here with us at the spa.” 
 
    Before I could tell her what a crazy theory I thought that sounded like, Gladys herself called over her shoulder, “Come on slowpokes. I’m going to pick hideous colors for your toes if you don’t hurry it up.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow at Sam, “No, surely not,” I whispered. 
 
    We hurried to catch up before the group rounded the corner at the end of the hallway. I hated to think it. It didn’t seem possible, but I was going to keep an eye on Gladys. 
 
    Arriving at the salon wing, Margarite led us past the hairstylists’ rooms and waxing rooms to a long row of chairs at the back. These weren’t just any chairs, of course. They were top of the line, deluxe leather armchairs that reclined. At the foot of the chair, instead of a footrest popping out, there was a large basin of water attached to the chair. 
 
    “Oh my gosh!” I said settling into the chair Jill led me to. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Sam said, eyes wide. The note had obviously set her on edge. 
 
    Not taking my eyes from it, I held up the object of my surprise. “It has almost thirty massage settings!” 
 
    Sam closed her eyes and I could almost visually see the numbers rolling behind her eyelids as she silently counted to ten and blew out a deep breath. “That’s it,” she said calmly, “you have to get out more. In fact, I tried to bring you for pedicures to the salon downtown millions of times, but you wouldn’t come.” 
 
    “Well excuse me but someone never mentioned a deluxe massage. I pictured lots of snipping and prodding at my toes and those horrible callus scrubs you always hear about with the cheese grater,” I harrumphed. Secretly, I agreed with Sam. Obviously, I had been missing out on the small pleasures. Oh well, now I knew. 
 
    One of the nail technicians, a young girl with her hair in a short pixie cut and rings of dark eyeliner, wheeled a cart of polishes between me and Gladys. 
 
    “Welcome to O Heavenly Day Spa’s Cloudless Day Salon. Care to pick a color?” 
 
    Sam, too far away from the cart to see, leaned over and nudged me. “Grab me something to match my hair please.” 
 
    Examining the cart, I picked a gorgeous red and passed it to her. “How is this?” 
 
    She flipped the polish over and read the bottom aloud, “Abiding Love. I like it.” 
 
    I think somewhere along the way I knew that nail polishes had names instead of regular colors, but I had forgotten. I decided it would be more fun to pick a color first before reading the name on any of the others. 
 
    I fingered a few turquoises, one or two pinks; I didn’t want to choose red and match Sam’s polish, so I steered clear of those. 
 
    Thoughts about Sam and her concerns that Gladys had the opportunity to place both of the disconcerting notes were still processing in the back of my mind. Glancing at Gladys, curious about her choice, I was shocked to see a glossy black polish in her hand. Black, really? Was she trying to match the tech’s eyeliner? 
 
    “What color is that Gladys?” I asked her. 
 
    She waved the polish towards me. “You’ll have to read it, Piper, I can’t see this tiny writing.” 
 
    Eyes widening, I read the name to her, “Lucifer.” Beside me, I swear Sam gulped. 
 
    Okay. It is just a silly nail polish, I told myself. Now I just need to find myself a color and relax. Following Sam’s lead, I chose a silver to match my hair and turned it over to peek at the name. Talk about weird coincidences; Angel’s Hair, it was called. 
 
    “We’re ready,” Sam smiled sweetly at the desk manager; he pushed a button and as the girl wheeled the cart away three lean, short-haired men of Asian appearance came out and took their place on small, wheeled stools in front of us. I reclined my chair, but only slightly this time; I wanted to stay awake and aware. Gladys reclined her chair back as far as it would go. Sam stayed sitting straight up and mouthed “Lucifer??” at me with one raised eyebrow. 
 
    I shrugged. The jets in the footbath were fired up. They weren’t quite as relaxing as the actual foot massage this morning, but the hot water felt nice. I chose a lavender and green tea sugar scrub from the menu to finish off my pedicure. This place and all their non-food menus threw me for a loop. Never in my life had I seen a place with so many choices. 
 
    Sam’s sugar scrub was passionflower. Gladys chose mint. I had a fleeting thought that if Eloise were here, she would probably choose earl grey. Her poise and manners and superior demeanor towards her daughter all gave me a rather English impression. 
 
    My wandering mind was drawn back to the present when, at last, the nail tech in front of my chair picked up my foot and began trimming my toenails. He also removed all of the dead skin around the nail edges. Too soon it was time for the dreaded cheese grater tool, the callus sanding pedicure tool of doom. Turns out, I am ticklish on my feet. A lot. 
 
    Once I made it past the calluses being scrubbed ruthlessly from my heels, I really began to enjoy the pedicure. It was a foot massage all over again! After a deep kneading of both feet, the young guy at my station got up and walked toward cabinets at the side of the room. 
 
    “Psssst,” I whispered. 
 
    Sam was reading the latest Food Network magazine next to me and paid no attention. 
 
    “Psst, Sam,” I whispered again. 
 
    “What Piper?” she asked smirking. 
 
    “He didn’t paint my toes. I thought they were supposed to paint your toes?” 
 
    “Ha!” Sam burst out laughing. Maybe I should start charging per laugh, one would think I was her own personal comedian these days. “Piper, you are nowhere near done with this pedicure. Zeng’s just going to get the hot towels. Don’t worry, the paint will get on your toenails before we leave.” Apparently, Sam knew all of the staff. 
 
    I stuck my tongue out at her. Childish, maybe, but I like to think of it as cathartic. She grinned at me and turned back to her glossy magazine. 
 
    Sure enough, Zeng was back within two minutes bearing a silver tray of steaming pink towels. Unfolding the first one, he shook it out a few times and held it up to cool just a bit before tightly wrapping it from my knee to my ankle. Man! Whoever coined the phrase ‘as fun as a wet blanket’ must never have been introduced to these wonderful wet towels. With both legs wrapped in hot steamy cloth, I could feel my entire body heat. 
 
    “Woo, is it hot in here?” I fanned myself. 
 
    Like ordering up a miracle, the girl who wheeled around the polishes earlier suddenly appeared at my elbow. 
 
    “Orange water ma’am?” she offered me a cold glass of ice water with three thin orange slices swimming happily in it. 
 
    “Thank you, yes.” I sipped it slowly. The cold and the citrus were refreshing and I gulped the rest of the glass down. 
 
    “I’ll have one of those please,” Sam said. 
 
    Gladys declined, “If you happen to have cucumber water, I would love one of those though.” 
 
    The girl went to a fridge concealed behind the counter and returned with icy cucumber water in a short glass. 
 
    Sam’s toes were nearly finished I noticed. The older gentleman was finishing up her last two toes in red. 
 
    Zeng unwrapped the now much cooler towels from my legs and smoothed lotion all over them, massaging my calf as he went. If I hadn’t seen Sam and Gladys receive the same treatment, I would have been uncomfortable. I laughed at myself inwardly, before this trip was over people were going to be rubbing all over my body so my leg should be fine. My face heated as I recalled the accidental phone call with Griff, discussing my massage wardrobe.  
 
    “Look at my sexy toes!” Gladys stretched her feet out for us to see, nearly kicking the poor guy still in front of her. 
 
    I frowned, “Gladys, I don’t think you can say sexy at a church.” 
 
    “We aren’t at a church, we are at a spa.” 
 
    “Besides,” Sam joined in, “you just said sexy too.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, “We are so getting kicked out before four days are over.” 
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    I have to admit that Gladys’s nails do look incredible. Instead of painting the whole nail, she had the manicurist do French tips with the black, giving them a more elegant look. 
 
    I was perfectly happy with mine as well. The silver had a tiny metallic sparkle to it so they seemed to sparkle in the light. 
 
    Sam’s red toes were gorgeous; we all agreed when we returned to the suites that sandals to showcase our feet were a must for dinner. 
 
    I was doubly glad I had picked Angel’s Hair silver for my color as I considered what to wear for dinner. At least my nails would match basically anything. Upon returning to our suites, I entered my set of rooms and was more than pleased with the theme. To be quite honest, I hadn’t even spared it a glance when I went in for the first time to nap after my troubling trip to the steam room. Now, however, I spun in a slow circle and gave it my full attention. 
 
    The fluffy, cloud-painted ceiling continued in my suite, but the remainder of the décor was in soft, muted tones. The walls were a light, sandy linen color. A couple of bamboo plants decorated the room, including one corner where bamboo was erected on two sides, with a wall on the third, to create a changing screen. The carpet was a luscious green. 
 
    I found my suitcase unpacked, stowed in the corner. All of my dresses, a whopping three, were hung in the massive walk-in closet. Jill, or someone, had even hung up my t-shirts. How many days did people usually stay here to need all of that space? 
 
    My extra set of cargo pants, yoga pants, and my sleep shorts were all folded neatly in the dresser drawers (also in the closet, it was that big!). I shook my head. This place was nothing if not efficient. 
 
    My purse sat on the divan at the foot of the bed. Sam and I had agreed to shut down our phones for this trip, but I thought I had better check in just in case. Powering the phone up I was relieved, and not wholly surprised, to find no missed calls or messages. After checking the time, four-thirty in the afternoon, I turned it off and headed to take a long, hot shower. The en-suite master bath was a bonus I hadn’t expected. I may not be a primp-and-preen girl, but if I were going to get dressed up for dinner, it was going to take some work. 
 
    A knock sounded at my door just after I finished blow-drying my hair. When I opened it, Gladys stood at the door to my suite holding two dresses. “Piper, which do you think?” she asked. 
 
    I looked at the options. Seriously, was I the only person without the appropriate attire? One was a simple black dress, fluted shoulders, round neck, and belted with a bright red scarf. The other was sparkly gold sequins, lower cut but with golden fishnet that came up into a high collar at the neck. 
 
    “Wow. They are both beautiful,” I told her honestly. 
 
    “What are you wearing?” she asked peering around me. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I shrugged. 
 
    “Oh,” Gladys’s shoulders drooped and I gave in. 
 
    “Wear the black one, save the gold for our last night here,” I winked and closed the door. Great, now what was I going to wear? 
 
    I made my way to the walk-in closet and flipped on the light switch. I pulled the three dresses from the bar and hung them from the top drawer of the dresser, looking at them side by side.  I had a short blue sundress with yellow daisies, a black and turquoise sleeveless A-line dress, and a white, off the shoulder, shift dress that reached just above my knees. None were even half as elegant as Gladys’s two choices and I couldn’t imagine what Sam would be wearing. Not that I cared, I reminded myself. These will do just fine. I pulled the black and turquoise dress off the hanger and left the others staring silently after me. 
 
    The dress didn’t look bad at all. It was simple but the turquoise complimented my hair and the black made it formal enough I supposed. My thoughts were interrupted by more knocking, though this time the door opened and Sam came right in without waiting on me to answer it. 
 
    “Hey,” she smiled. “You look great Piper. Can you zip me?” 
 
    “Thanks. Of course,” I motioned for her to spin and she held her hair while I zipped up her selection for the night. Black bodice with empire waist, lace cutout in the back making the zipper a very delicate thing by her shoulder blades, and a short black and red chevron pattern for the skirt. 
 
    “I don’t remember this dress,” I told her. “It looks amazing on you.” 
 
    “I bought it a few weeks ago, you know, back when my hair was pink? Well, obviously it clashed too badly to wear it then so tonight is its debut.” 
 
    “Good choice,” I commended her, mostly for choosing not to wear red with pink hair because I could only imagine how painful to the eye that would be; though, probably not on Sam since she looked beautiful in everything she put on. I think it was her confidence that did it, not even the clothes. 
 
    “I’ll be out in a minute,” I told Sam. “Just let me finish my hair.” 
 
    After braiding the top half of my hair and adding eyeliner and mascara to my eyes, I turned off the bathroom light and slipped on some small black heels. 
 
    Sam and Gladys were waiting in the sitting room; Sam clapped her hands when I joined them, her enthusiasm making her long curls bounce. “Oh great, we all match,” she grinned. 
 
    ~ 
 
    I should have known there was some reason for Sam to be glad we matched. Walking over to the dining hall, which was in a separate building along with the kitchen, just to the side of the garden, Sam said, “Piper, by the way, we have an interview with Pastor Dan and his assistant for the church newsletter over dinner this evening.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “They would like to thank us for all of the fundraisings that we did and give the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery a little spotlight feature in return. I’m sure they will want to know more about your friend Landon so they can bring more awareness to the very real danger of human trafficking, even in the United States.” 
 
    “Okay,” I steeled myself. “If it possibly helps anyone else avoid or escape from the hell that Landon went through, then it will be worth it. It feels kind of odd though since it isn’t really my story to tell.” 
 
    The dining hall wasn’t nearly as opulent as the spa itself. Dark and rustic, the long wooden tables that filled the room ensured that diners sat close enough together for fellowship and encouraged inclusion rather than leaving some to sit alone at a corner table. The floor was a beautiful reddish brown twelve-inch tile pattern. The ceilings were standard eight feet drop height with plenty of lights illuminating everything. 
 
    On the tables were - be still my heart - menus! Yes, I am excited to see a menu that doesn’t involve a foot scrub or a toenail clipping. Not that lunch wasn’t scrumptious, but I was still eager to see what a formal dinner menu here was comprised of when everything else was so fancy. 
 
    The menu did not disappoint. Rack of lamb. Filet Mignon. Baked Alaskan Salmon. Parmesan Herb Chicken. Smothered Pork Chops. Grilled Asparagus. Veggie skewers. Garlic potatoes. Salads whose ingredients looked more complex than my cookie recipes. Soup. And not a snail in sight, thank goodness. 
 
    We were seated towards the head of one row of long tables. A young woman appeared to take our orders: Baked Salmon for Gladys, Parmesan Herb Chicken for Sam, and I chose the Filet Mignon. The room was only half full, so the noise level was still fairly quiet. We chatted about inconsequential things and before long Sam waved to Pastor Dan. He and a middle-aged woman in a muted gray pantsuit made their way to our table.  
 
    Pastor Dan pulled out a chair for his assistant as he introduced her to us, “This is Winnie,” he told us. “She is in charge of our newsletter and will be taking notes this evening. But we can get to business later. First, how are you ladies enjoying your stay?” he smiled widely. 
 
    Sam and I glanced at each other; the pastor didn’t seem aware of the mishaps that went on today. 
 
    Gladys broke the silence. “Well,” she started in a huff. 
 
    I cut her off, “It has been wonderful. Thank you.” Might as well not hash through the whole day again. I figured it wasn’t the pastor’s fault snakes got into the spa, after all.. 
 
    “Excellent, happy to hear it!” If he smiled any wider, I was afraid his face might break. The waitress stopped by to get the newcomers’ orders. The more we chatted the more I realized Pastor Dan was just a genuinely happy and jovial man. He had plenty of laughs over antics of Sam as a child. He asked about Griffin as well. 
 
    Finally, after we had all scraped our plates clean of the divine food, Winnie asked if we would mind beginning the interview. They had succeeded in putting me completely at ease and I was happy to begin. 
 
    “Do you mind if we discuss it over dessert?” I asked. “There was a triple chocolate decadent cake, layered with mousse, that I would love to try.” 
 
    “I’ll share it with you,” Sam agreed. The others ordered coffee, declaring themselves simply too stuffed to indulge in another thing for the evening. 
 
    Dessert was brought to the table. It was out of this world in flavors and the mousse might have been fluffier than the pillows on my bed. And so, we began the interview. 
 
    “We want to thank you very much for all the money your bakery raised for Breaking Chains. A little birdy told me you donated fifty percent of your profits to this cause the last few weeks?” 
 
    My cheeks warmed with embarrassment. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Sam said, “Piper and I agreed it would be wonderful to win, but we didn’t really expect to since ours is a fairly new business compared to those who have been established here for generations. However, more than that, we agreed that every bit we could afford to give to this mission was more than worth it.” 
 
    “We decided to think big,” I added. “We brainstormed ways to draw in more customers; anything from the dessert of the week samples to calling in at the city and offering a ten percent discount to allow us to cater events; we even set up snack stands at some of the beach volleyball games. When we saw it was working, more business was flowing in, we also made signs and put a donation box in the bakery itself.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Sam picked up. “And people were more than generous. We took down the tip jar and asked them to give solely to the fundraiser. We couldn’t have raised the money without so many extraordinary, generous members of our community.” 
 
    Winnie nodded after she finished writing and asked, “Piper, did Sam know about your friend Landon when you both agreed to raise money for Breaking Chains?” 
 
    I shook my head, “No. I have never really talked about it. And that is the real problem. Nobody talks about it when things like that happen. Nobody wants to admit it is possible because that’s scary. And nobody wants to admit it happens even where they live because that is embarrassing and would require someone to take responsibility for it.” 
 
    I sipped my unsweet tea before continuing. “I thought the fundraiser would be enough. That it would make me feel good for helping. And it did, but not completely. That was when I realized I needed to talk about it. Not to feel better, or unburden me, but to encourage others to talk about it too. To make it real and not allow it to be another opportunity to toss money at something and move on.” 
 
    “Can you tell us more about how your friend Landon was successfully recovered? Were police looking for him?” 
 
    “I didn’t understand a lot of this until I got older. The information is out there, but only if you are looking for it in most cases. To answer your questions, the police had given up the search for Landon months earlier. The body of one of the girls abducted with him was found in a dumpster. She had obviously been raped; her death was from a head injury. My parents told me this when I was a teenager.” 
 
    “Oh Piper,” Sam placed a supportive hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “The police got a tip about a house with ‘lots of young punks’ coming in and out. The caller also said the windows were boarded over and that a van frequently backed into the carport, up to the door, and nothing that was unloaded could be seen. Trash bags were taped inside the door windows so that you couldn’t see in from the street. These are often a few of the signs of houses with drugs or prostitution rings being run out of them so the police sent a team to check it out.” 
 
    “Really?” Winnie seemed quite blown away by all the information. She appeared to realize she had forgotten to take notes and furiously scribbled into her notebook giving me a few moments of reprieve. Sam and I ate a few more bites of the chocolate cake while we waited for Winnie’s pen to take another break. 
 
    “Of course, sometimes a boarded-up window is just that – a broken window someone couldn’t afford to replace. There are so many things that make human trafficking hard for law enforcement to pinpoint, or sometimes even identify as the real crime in a given situation.” 
 
    “Can you explain what you mean?” Pastor Dan asked, tilting his head to the side in a quizzical manner. 
 
    “I can try. Take prostitution, for example, obviously, commercial sex is a crime. So often though, teens engaged in commercial sex were either forced, threatened or manipulated in a way that they never found any other choice. A pimp may find a runaway on the street and offer food and protection in exchange for services, or they might dose a kidnapped boy or girl with drugs consistently to get them addicted and when their body screams out in withdrawal the pimp offers a solution: sex with some new people for a fix. There are so many times that the person caught is a victim, but receives full punishment, while the traffickers and controllers themselves just replace them with fresh inventory and keep operating business as usual.” 
 
    My emotions were getting stirred up, I took a sip of my tea to cool down. “Landon and children like him don’t want to do bad things. Unfortunately, most of them also don’t know how to get home, they can’t work to provide food for themselves if they did escape, and often the fear of beatings or starvation keep them in line doing whatever they are asked to do in order to survive. Landon was blessed to be rescued. Many aren’t.”  
 
    “I’m sorry to ask this, but what about individuals rescued from that type of situation who, years later, are found to be right back in it? Are you saying they are still victims?” Winnie asked, but she seemed genuinely trying to sort through it, not judgmental or sarcastic. 
 
    “Once you have been in that life for a long time, I think it would be hard to fight through the fear, the shame, the guilt and the worthlessness that was pressed upon you, so yes, some may embrace it as they get older. They embrace it to numb themselves, an emotional survival decision is just as real as physical survival.” I sighed, emotionally exhausted, “I don’t know how to help people like that, just like I had no idea how to help my childhood friend who had been exposed to situations I couldn’t even imagine. That is why it is so important to support organizations like Breaking Chains who are better prepared to provide the counseling and services for many aspects of human trafficking victims, and why it is important to raise awareness and open our hearts to understanding. A lot more goes on than the caption our mind writes for the picture we think we see.” 
 
    Pastor Dan placed his hands over mine, “Piper, thank you for sharing. And Sam, thank you both for what your business did to join with us in this mission. Each of the businesses that participated has made a huge impact for Breaking Chains and I can only guess at how far God will use those proceeds to provide help for the men, women, and children entrapped in this modern-day slavery.” 
 
    I pushed the last few bites of cake away, my thoughts too heavy to eat any more. 
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    I awoke the next day feeling renewed after an extra-long night’s sleep; Sam, Gladys and I had agreed to turn in early after such a long and eventful first day. 
 
    Lying in bed wondering whether or not Sam or Gladys would be awake yet, I was surprised to hear a muffled knock on the sitting room door. I slipped my robe on over my Wonder Woman pajamas and opened the door to my suite. Gladys was ushering in Lola, the bearer of a silver tray laden with mouth-watering goodies.  
 
    “Room service,” Gladys swept her hand toward the coffee table as Lola set everything out including glasses of orange juice and water. 
 
    Sam’s door swung open. “Do I smell bacon?” 
 
    “Not if I get to it first,” I joked. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” she shrieked, sprinting across the room. “I’ll send Griff pictures of you in those pajamas if you don’t hand over the bacon.” 
 
    I dropped the bacon back onto the platter as if it burnt me. Sam snickered and I mentally kicked myself, why did I care what Griff thought of my sleepwear anyway. 
 
    “You two are such a hoot,” Gladys gave a barking laugh. “Makes me wish Harold and I had children of our own.” 
 
    Sam tossed me half a piece of bacon, smirking. We enjoyed a leisurely breakfast and chatted about what we should choose for our spa treatments today. 
 
    “I think we should do a little less today,” I told them. “That much relaxing nearly wore me out!” 
 
    Sam rolled her eyes, but I know my best friend loves me so I just threw toast at her and let it go. 
 
    “Thanks for ordering breakfast by the way Gladys,” Sam said. 
 
    “Yes, definitely. Sam, we may have to think about adding these walnut and honey donuts to our menu. Maybe we can turn them into Walnut and Honey Donut Hole Clusters?” 
 
    “Mmmmhmmm,” Gladys mumbled around a mouthful. 
 
    “Okay, so doing less today. We had five total treatments yesterday. What do you two say to four today – two in the morning and two after lunch?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Perfect,” I told her. 
 
    “I’m happy with that,” Gladys agreed easily, “in fact there is only one I’m curious about and you girls can pick the other three.” 
 
    “Which do you want to do?” I asked Gladys as I snagged several menus and propped my feet on the arm of my chair. 
 
    “The seaweed wraps.” 
 
    I choked on a forkful of scrambled eggs. “I’m sorry, the what?” Surely, she was joking. Right. Please let her be joking. What do they wrap in seaweed anyway? 
 
    “The seaweed wraps,” Gladys repeated. “I’ve never heard of one before and I want to try it.” 
 
    “What the heck do they wrap in seaweed?” I asked out loud. 
 
    “Oh boy,” Sam rolled her head backward and stared at the ceiling. I bet she was counting again. Sitting back up she rolled her shoulders, “Okay so a seaweed wrap it is. Piper, any requests?” 
 
    “Yes, actually,” I skimmed down the list. “What about Yoga for Flexibility? We’ve always talked about taking a yoga class but never have.” 
 
    “Seaweed wraps and yoga, it is. Followed by lunch and a deep tissue massage then on to bejeweled nails.” 
 
    “We just did our toes yesterday,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Today we will do fingers!” Sam clapped her already manicured nails. How she keeps them so nice working in the bakery I have no idea. 
 
    “What is bejeweled?” Gladys asked. Finally, something I wasn’t the only person out of the know on. 
 
    “Bejeweled means they will glue little fake jewels and colored pieces onto our nails. You can make designs or just have one on each nail – whatever you want really.” Sam explained. 
 
    “Since we’ve decided, I guess I can ring Jill to place our order and get a schedule approved for today.” Swinging my legs off of the chair, I slid my feet into the cozy slippers and went to the intercom, which thankfully this time didn’t go off right as I got to it. Pushing the button, I spoke clearly, “Jill, this is Piper.” 
 
    “Yes, Piper, I know,” her light laughter fizzled in through the intercom. 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Well, we’re ready to order. Our treatments. We are ready to order our spa treatments. We already ordered breakfast.” I leaned my head against the wall while Sam fell onto the floor laughing. 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” Jill spoke sounding suspiciously like she was snorting back laughter of her own. 
 
    “Look,” I glared at Sam, “it is just too weird ordering people around through a button.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked wide-eyed. “You do it all the time when you go through the Baskin Robbin’s drive-thru.” I snatched up the throw pillow nearest the fireplace and tossed it at her head. 
 
    Jill rapped quickly on the door and entered without waiting for an answer. “Lola is on the way, but I’m afraid Margarite has been given the rest of the week off Samantha. Broussard is in a fit trying to find you ‘a personal assistant suitable to your personal self’ though, so I’m sure you will have someone soon.” Her stuffy and straight-faced impersonation of Broussard had us each cracking up until Lola came in through the cracked door. 
 
    “What in the world did you all have for breakfast,” she asked, “because I want some.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    We polished off the breakfast tray while Jill and Lola took care of scheduling our appointments for the day. After they had returned and given us the official greenlight for our treatments - 9 AM Seaweed Wrap, 11 AM Yoga, 1 PM Lunch, 3:30 PM Deep Tissue Massage, and 5:00 PM Bejeweled Nail Session – we separated to our suites to dress, or undress basically, for the first one. 
 
    “Wear something skimpy,” Sam tossed out over her shoulder as she entered her suite. “The seaweed wrap is full body.” She shut the door with a giggle while I stood, mouth gaping, trying to wrap my mind around the thought of seaweed wrapping my body. All I could picture was feeling like a sushi roll, which was not my idea of a good time. If I’m being honest, sushi isn’t even my idea of real food. 
 
    Gladys was ecstatic, “Oh I wonder if some handsome boy will be wrapping us!” 
 
    Bang, another door shut and I’m still standing here gaping like a fish. Seaweed was definitely not one of the things I planned to wear while I’d been on my accidental rant with Griff. And why was that even crossing my mind now. With a sinking feeling that this is going to shape up into another long day, I spin on my heel and march to my own suite. 
 
    Just as suspected, the bikini I wore yesterday, which happens to be both my only and skimpiest article of clothing suitable for being wrapped in seaweed, is still damp from yesterday’s activities. I could borrow one of Sam’s since we are similar in size, but honestly, I worry about what exactly she would lend me. Damp and uncomfortable it is. So, having tugged and pulled the wet fabric into place I throw on my robe and slippers, check my phone and toss it onto the bed, then return to the sitting room to read a few more food magazines while I wait for the others to be ready. 
 
    At eight forty-five Jill, Lola, and a particularly Broussard-like woman – no really, she even looked down her nose at me and sniffed in a similar fashion – appeared to “collect” us. The more they said it, the more I wanted to ask if they planned to stuff us and put us on a shelf.  
 
    “Miss Lowe,” the new woman curtsied. She straight up curtsied! “I will be your temporary assistant until my brother is able to find someone of quality to be of service. I am Cynthia” 
 
    Ah, that explained it. She was Broussard’s sister. I silently congratulated myself on catching the family resemblance so quickly, while at the same time wondering where the spa dug these people up. Surely, they would have been more at home butler-ing in a castle or something for “worthwhile” people in England than here in Seashell Bay where Americans were not respectful enough to keep the classes separate as obviously preferred by these two. 
 
    “Thank you. I assure you I don’t require that much assistance actually.” Sam’s voice broke into my thoughts as she continued, “Please, tell your brother not to trouble himself on my behalf.” 
 
    “It is on behalf of your mother, of course. We can’t afford to lose our jobs,” Sam tried to protest but Cynthia kept right on talking. “So, if you please, come with me. I need to escort you to your seaweed wrap so that you will not miss a moment of it.” 
 
    Sam belted her robe, shrugged to me and Gladys and trailed behind Cynthia. 
 
    “Wow,” I said to the room at large. 
 
    “Yes,” Jill agreed. “Now are you ladies ready as well?” 
 
    Nodding, we made our way past the changing rooms and turned left down the hallway opposite of the nail salon. There we entered the room specifically set aside for seaweed wraps; I had noticed it yesterday but hadn’t expected to subject myself to one. Still, here we were. 
 
    The inside of the room was painted in dark blues, grays, and greens. Dim lighting glowed from eight small can lights in the ceiling. One whole wall was an undersea kelp garden mural, beautifully depicted in vivid detail. The stalks fluidly bent as water weaved around them in the shadowy depths of the sea. It almost seemed to sway with the current. If you looked closely, just a few small fish had been added, darting in between the plants. I imagined they were playing a game of tag. 
 
    My admiration of the mural was interrupted when Jan, the aesthetician from yesterday’s facial treatment incident, stepped between me and the mural. “Good morning ladies,” she greeted us. Thankfully, her nose looked fine, not even a bandage. I was happy I hadn’t actually hurt her. 
 
    “Morning Jan,” Sam said. “These ladies have never had a seaweed wrap before,” she murmured with a wink. 
 
    “Wonderful! You are going to love it,” Jan told us. “Today the rest of the staff is back as well. This is Chloe and Rose.” 
 
    I noticed Jan stayed on the opposite side of the room from me. Chloe was appointed to me. Each of the ladies pulled a large bowl off of the cabinet behind them. Goo, always more goo at this place. 
 
    Gladys must have been thinking the same thing, “Where’s all the seaweed?” she asked crinkling her nose at the mixture Rose was bringing closer to her. 
 
    Jan snorted, actually snorted. “We don’t actually wrap you in whole seaweed. Can you imagine, it would be falling off all over the place!” 
 
    Chloe took over the explanation, raising up the bowl she carried. “The seaweed is turned to a paste so that it maintains its rich array of sea salt, vitamins, iodine, and potassium. This paste is applied to your whole body.” 
 
    “Then,” Sam said, “they wrap us in towels and we lay in the dry sauna.” 
 
    “This way,” I whipped my head back to Jan who picked up the conversation, “your body is able to quickly and efficiently sweat out the impurities that the seaweed helps draw to the surface as the seaweed also loosens up dead skin cells.” 
 
    “When you are all done,” said Chloe, “you will shower off and come back here for a moisturizer to finalize your treatment.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the juice,” Rose piped up for the first time, in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Ah yes,” Jan smiled. “While in the sauna it can get quite hot, of course, and we do not need any of you dehydrating. Rose will make a mixture of juice and seaweed extract for you to drink, thus preventing dehydration and promoting detoxification from the inside out as well.” 
 
    Giving an involuntary shudder, I glanced at Gladys.  
 
    “Are you happy?” I asked her. “We have to drink seaweed.” 
 
    She mumbled something under her breath. Sam grinned at us both. I was starting to rethink my plans to visit this place with her in the future; I was right, pampering was overrated. 
 
    “I take it back,” I said out loud half an hour later, covered in sludge. We were lying on bunk-bed type racks but with only wooden slats only, no cushion. The dry sauna was a dark room, the only illumination was the glow of the coals in the metal box heating the entire area and a few wispy beams of light sneaking through slats in the door. 
 
    “You take what back?” Sam asked from below me, in the middle bunk, over the sound of Gladys snoring on the bottom bunk. 
 
    “I take back all of the bad thoughts I was having about this place. This is my favorite room. So warm and toasty, do you think the landlord would let me put one of those coal boxes in my apartment?” 
 
    Gladys woke with a start, banging her head on the bunk in the process. 
 
    “Woo-wee,” she exclaimed. “I think I’m going to have to get out of this inferno, it is just too hot in here for me.” 
 
    I leaned over the wooden sides of my bunk to check on her. 
 
    “Did you hit your head? Will you be okay? Can you find your way back to Jan in the seaweed room?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Gladys nodded, rubbing the back of one hand to her forehead while hitching up her towel with the other. “Stop fussing over me, I’m just a bit overheated is all. And no offense to the lovely spa, but I certainly don’t think that nasty seaweed juice is going to be on the menu in heaven.” 
 
    Laughing, I get comfortable on my bunk and silently agree with her; I had barely been able to drink my whole glass, and only because I didn’t relish the idea of dehydration. 
 
    “Sam,” I spoke quietly into the silence a few minutes later. “Do you think we will stay busy at the bakery, or do you think traffic will die back down now that we’ve been closed this whole weekend? What if people forget about Ooey Gooey Goodness?” 
 
    “I think it will be fine, Piper,” she told me confidently. 
 
    “Well, how do you…” I started but stopped when Sam tapped my bunk and shushed me. 
 
    “Shh,” Sam said, “do you hear that?” 
 
    An odd rustling noise made me turn my head and scan the room, but it was too dark to see anything. 
 
    The noise sounded again, like a small scratching, from much lower than my bunk. I rolled to the side, struggling to keep my towel secure. I really don’t think we were supposed to be moving around this much in here, the wood was very unforgiving to hips and elbows. 
 
    “You don’t think there are mice, do you?” Sam’s voice quivered slightly. 
 
    I hoped not, or more snakes either, but I kept the thoughts to myself. 
 
    “No. Do you see anything?” 
 
    Just then, I saw a piece of paper slide out of one of the slats in the door. Right into the coal box. Whoosh! Flames munched at the corner of the paper. I jumped off my bunk, wincing as pain from the tile floor slammed into my bare feet, and swatted the paper out of the box. Sam scrambled out of her bunk and stomped the last embers out. 
 
    She looked at me and we both breathed a shaky smile of relief. 
 
    “Well, that was close,” she said. 
 
    “Too close. The last thing we need in this room full of wood is a live fire.” 
 
    “Do you think someone was trying to catch it on fire? Or that it just accidentally landed in the box of coals?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” I nodded toward the paper, wisps of smoke rising from its corners, as I sank down onto the bottom bunk. 
 
    Sam grabbed the paper and sat beside me, unfolding it slowly. 
 
    YOU DON’T BELONG HERE 
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     “We really have to sort out who is behind these notes,” Sam sighed. 
 
    “I agree, plus I’m starting to think that the snakes and steam room incident might be related after all.” 
 
    A quick rap at the door made us jump. I grabbed the note from Sam and stuffed it in the top of my towel. 
 
    “Miss Lowe, Miss Rivers,” a voice came from the hall before the door swung open. Cynthia stood erect, hands clasped in front of her, while Jill hovered behind. “We are here to escort you to the showers and changing room if you please,” Cynthia said as she narrowed her eyes. Obviously, we were supposed to be lying sedately in our bunks while we roasted, not engaging in friendly chit-chat. 
 
    “Of course,” Sam smiled broadly, rising to her feet. “A shower would be lovely.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    By the time we had showered, more people were in the changing rooms, so Sam and I postponed our discussion of the mysterious notes. Gladys was there as well, sitting on a bench and rubbing lotion into her hands and arms. 
 
    “Well, did you girls enjoy the rest of your time in the sauna?” she asked cheerfully. 
 
    She either had no idea about the near fire, which made sense because we hadn’t told anyone, or she was pretending she didn’t know about the note but was really behind them all. I hated that this new suspicion of everyone was beginning to creep into my thoughts. 
 
    “Yes, it was very enlightening, wouldn’t you say, Piper?” Sam responded. 
 
    “Hmm, yes,” I murmured agreement. 
 
    Jill came into the changing rooms and passed out what she called “yoga socks” to each of us. “Since you are going to group yoga next, I thought you might like to have some of these.” 
 
    With non-slip grips on the bottom and separate places for all of your toes to go, it was like being barefoot except your feet didn’t have to touch the yoga mats that tons of other people stood on barefoot. 
 
    “Thanks, Jill!” I told her. I hated going barefoot. My feet got cold quickly, so I was very happy about the socks. 
 
     “Look, Piper,” Sam laughed, “I think everyone here is bound and determined to make sure nobody can tell my mother I walked around the spa barefoot.” She wiggled her toes in the soft pink toe-socks. 
 
    Gladys, on the other hand, was struggling; it appeared she had at least three toes where the big toe should go. Shaking my head, I donned my own socks and let Jill lead me to the yoga and meditation studio. It was a large open space, sleek laminate wood flooring stretched from wall to wall making it look larger, and one wall housed a huge, probably ten feet by ten feet if I were to guess, picture window with a gorgeous view of the manicured lawn. The wall opposite of the door was a full, floor-to-ceiling mirror. 
 
    A few ceiling fans hummed slowly, and four other people milled about the room when Jill gestured me inside. I recognized one of them from our morning crowd at the bakery. 
 
    “Hi!” I greeted when she finished stretching. 
 
    “Oh, hi,” she said as she tightened the elastic ponytail holder in her hair. “You’re from the bakery, right? Piper?” 
 
    “That’s me. And you are…” I thought a moment, “Barb? Barbara?” 
 
    “That’s right, call me Barb,” her smile brightened at being remembered. Points to me for customer service and name retention; Sam would be truly impressed because I’m terrible with names. 
 
    “Are you staying at the spa, too?” I asked. Barb appeared to be in her late twenties, early thirties maybe. I knew she had a job that required business casual dress most days but didn’t really know anything else about her, other than obviously the apple fritters weren’t doing her any harm; she was in great shape. 
 
    “No, I just come for the yoga class.” 
 
    “I’ve never done yoga before,” I admitted. 
 
    “You’ll love it! And this instructor is great at helping beginners, so don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Sam and Gladys walked in, followed by an attractive woman dressed in black and lime green workout pants and a lime green tank that said “Forget diamonds, give me yoga pants” on the front. She shut the door behind her and clapped her hands. 
 
    “Okay ladies, I see some new faces today which is exciting. I’m Felicity and I’ll be your instructor.” She made her way to the back wall of the room, in front of the mirror. 
 
    The other women in the class took a yoga mat from the rack in the corner and begin spreading them out on the floor so we followed suit. I spread out my neon blue yoga mat between Gladys and Sam. We ended up near the front of the class, nearest to Felicity, much to my chagrin. I darted my eyes around like a cornered animal, but there were no other open spaces. 
 
    Felicity must have noticed. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve seen you three here before. Do you have a regular yoga practice?” 
 
    I snorted. Sam elbowed me. “We have always wanted to try it out,” she told Felicity. 
 
    “Alright! You’ve picked a perfect day. Today our session is all about flexibility and stretching. You only take the poses as far as you are comfortable; everyone will be at different levels which is fine.” 
 
    Felicity picked up her own yoga mat and rolled it out parallel to the mirror so that we could see exactly what she was doing and follow her positions. 
 
    “First, mountain pose,” said Felicity, as she placed her feet together and extended her arms and fingertips down her side. “Look forward, straight in front of you; spread your toes; feel your feet grounding into the mat,” she called out. 
 
    “Well, this isn’t so bad,” Gladys cupped her hand around her mouth and attempted to whisper. I groaned inwardly. You never, ever tell a teacher something isn’t hard; it’s like then it’s their mission to make it hell for you. I was afraid yoga class would be no different. 
 
    “Now,” Felicity continued, “elongate your arms over your head, stretch as high as you can go, and then sweep down and come into standing forward bend.” I watched her move with ease and grace, coming to a stop when her forehead touched her knees and both palms were flat on the floor. And then I tried. Ha! I took comfort that I could at least see my knees when I bent forward, but my fingers barely grazed the floor and I definitely couldn’t fold completely in half. A twinge in my back was already asking me if this was really necessary. From the corner of my eye, I could see that Sam wasn’t much closer than I was to the goal. 
 
    “Wonderful, just perfect,” chirped Felicity as she began moving around the room to check progress. She slipped a few foam blocks under my hands so that my palms rested flat on them instead of the floor. “Don’t be afraid to use the yoga blocks, ladies,” she told the class, passing out several more. “Back to mountain pose.” 
 
    Stepping back onto her mat, Felicity joined us in mountain pose. “Watch me now. We are going to sweep down to standing forward bend, take two breaths there, and then step your feet back into a push-up position.” 
 
    We all swooped and stepped after she had demonstrated. Thanks to lifting heavy bowls of batter and trays of goodies daily, my arm muscles were able to support a push-up position without much trouble. Gladys, on the other hand, was shaking like a mini-earthquake was happening under her mat. 
 
    “For those of you having trouble in this area, rest your knees on your mat as you continue to lengthen through your arms. Good. Two breaths here.” 
 
    And in this way, yoga continued; we inclined to upward-facing dog, pushed ourselves in downward-facing dog, stretched into several more head-to-knee, or in many of our cases, head-to-block positions until every muscle in my body ached.  
 
    At least I wasn’t the only one drenched in sweat. 
 
    “Wow, what a workout!” Sam passed me a hand-towel from a stack, using one to wipe her own forehead and neck. 
 
    “Yeah, I had no idea being flexible was such hard work.” 
 
    Gladys joined us, shuffling slowly over and leaning against the wall. 
 
    “I’m worn out. I think next time, I’m leaving all this exercise stuff to you girls. I was really just hoping for one of those spicy male teachers like you see on tv, the ones with the tight pants…”  
 
    Thankfully, Felicity started speaking and we didn’t get to hear the rest of Gladys’s yoga fantasy. 
 
    “Remember ladies, no food or drinks other than water for thirty minutes. Your body is still in detox thanks to all the deep asanas you reached today.” 
 
    I don’t know what an asana is, but I was bummed about the no food part. I had just been thinking how many cookies must have been burned off during our session, and looking forward to replacing them. 
 
    Our assistants soon came to collect us. We elected to shower in our suites. I swear I’ve had more showers a day here than some people take in a week. As soon as I finished, I slipped into my fluffy robe and tiptoed over to Sam’s room. 
 
    “We have to figure out these notes,” I said, dropping to her bed with a flourish once she opened the door for me to come inside. 
 
    “Definitely,” she nodded in agreement. “Here let’s make a list.” Sam thrust a small notebook and purple pen at me.  
 
    I was a compulsive list maker, which she knew, so I flipped to an empty page with a smile; perfect, a list would make it all clear I decided. At least I felt like I was doing something besides sitting around, waiting around for the crazy person to appear. 
 
    “The first list,” I said, “places the notes have appeared.” Did I mention I like lists? So, yes, there would be multiple. 
 
    “Bakery, foot massage chair, dry sauna.” 
 
    “Okay,” I scribbled as I talked, “second list: people who don’t think I should be here. Broussard.” 
 
    “Broussard’s sister, my mother,” Sam shrugged, “we may as well include her. You know she doesn’t like anyone ‘below a certain caliber’ to be at the same spa she frequents.” 
 
    “True,” I agreed. “Oh, and Margarite – she subscribes to the same school of thought as Broussard.” 
 
    “Fine. Is there a third list?” 
 
    “There is always a third list!” I beamed a wide smile at my friend as she gave me a long-suffering stare. “List number three is people with opportunity.” 
 
    “Gladys.” 
 
    “I don’t remember Broussard, your mom, or other staff being at the bakery. Then again, we were busy and they could have sent the note to be dropped off by someone else. We were extremely busy that day.” 
 
    “So, everyone goes on the list? That isn’t exactly helpful, is it?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed, closing my eyes in defeat. 
 
    Before we could brainstorm any further, a knock came on Sam’s suite door. Gladys was standing on the other side, fully dressed and evidently ready for lunch. 
 
    “Are you two not ready yet? I thought surely I would be the old lady holding things up,” she grinned. 
 
    “I guess it has been more than the required thirty minutes since we finished yoga,” remarked Sam. 
 
    “Time flies,” I stood up and tightened my robe. “I’ll be ready in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    I decided on the blue sundress to wear to lunch, tossed on a pair of flat sandals, and pulled my hair into a high ponytail on top of my head. Deodorant, a spritz of perfume, and I was ready to go. I thought to check my messages but couldn’t find my phone so I decided to look at them later. 
 
    Lunch today was set up in a similar manner to yesterday. Long tables lined the garden, but today most of the foods were cold cuts and raw fruits and veggies. Obviously, they were going for lighter fare and, sadly, the decision had impacted the dessert table as well. Watermelon, berries, parfaits, and angel food cake were the healthy options today. Thank goodness there is an emergency bowl of truffles in my purse. 
 
    We passed by Belle and her mother Eloise, but their table was full today so we didn’t stop. Belle smiled before continuing to move around the spinach on her plate with her fork. Note to self, maybe I should find Belle when I dip into the emergency truffle stash. The poor girl probably needed some chocolate. 
 
    Making quick work of lunch, Gladys told us she wanted to go back to the room and do her Bible study before our deep tissue massage appointment later this afternoon. 
 
    I looked wistfully at the beach which was just a short hike from the garden, down a hill and over dunes. 
 
    Jutting out my lower lip in a pout, I turned to Sam, “Want to go walk on the beach?” 
 
    “Sure, let me throw these away and I’ll meet you down there.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks!” I pushed in my chair as Sam cleaned up the table. It took me a moment to find the small, dirt path. I assumed jumping through the manicured hedge bordering the garden would be frowned upon, but eventually, the opening appeared and I began the climb down the gravel path, toward the rolling dunes. 
 
    It was a beautiful afternoon with temperatures in the mid-seventies, not very much of a breeze but still, it wasn’t hot out. I stopped at the edge of the dunes and glanced back over my shoulder. I could see that Sam had been caught by two ladies chatting. Since it didn’t look like she would be joining me anytime soon, I continued on my way to the ocean’s edge. Few other people were out on this portion of the beach, though I could see small dots of people and umbrellas in the distance. I resisted the urge to wade in the gently lapping tide as it caressed the sandy shore; I wasn’t aiming for another shower just yet. 
 
    I found myself lost in thought. The ocean always did that to me; its magnificence, its grandeur they both humbled and inspired me. The ocean is so much more than we can control or understand, just like life. It has dangers lurking as well, but its majestic beauty couldn’t be denied.  
 
    My past held some rough patches, it would be easy to get upset about the bad in the world; there are ugly and dangerous creatures that walk on two legs as much as there are dangerous creatures that swim in the sea. Thankfully, there is also beauty in humankind – my best friend jumping in with me on a business idea, this church with members who gave up their time to serve others, all of the money raised to help and prevent future victims, the enthusiasm with which the whole community supported that cause, the beauty showed itself if you took the time to look.  
 
    I stretched my arms high above my head and closed my eyes, inhaling the salty air and the peace I found in the rhythm of the waves. 
 
    Certain that by now Jill would be looking to escort me to our massage, I began a brisk, fast walk back up the hill. Not seeing any sign of Sam in the garden, I went straight to the suites. 
 
    I wasn’t prepared for the scene that greeted me when I entered the sitting room. Sam had Gladys cornered up against a wall and wouldn’t let her past. Gladys was shaking her head back and forth so fast I was surprised she wasn’t dizzy. 
 
    “I don’t believe you. Why were you in there?” asked Sam in a raised voice, which for always calm and collected Samantha was equivalent to yelling. 
 
    “I told you, I was just looking for Piper. That’s all. I was worried she might have fallen asleep and would miss the massage.” Gladys responded but her eyes flitted between me, Sam, and the door to the hall. 
 
    “What in the world is going on?” I demanded. 
 
    “I saw Gladys coming out of your room when I came in here,” Sam said pointing. 
 
    I raised one eyebrow and crossed my arms, waiting for Gladys to tell me what exactly she was doing in my suite. 
 
    Shuffling from one foot to the other, Gladys cast her eyes down. “I told Samantha, I was just looking in to see if you were taking a nap when you didn’t answer the door.” 
 
    Narrowing my eyes, I marched to my door and threw it open. At first glance, everything seemed fine, but then I remembered my missing cell phone. Suspicions whirling, I looked more closely at everything. My purse was sitting against the end of the bench instead of sitting up straight. And was that…it was. My cell phone peeked out from underneath the bed though I distinctly remember tossing it in the middle of the bed, not near an edge. Spinning to the closet, I turned the light on and gasped. My white dress had LEAVE TOWN smeared across it in dark, angry slashes that looked oddly like chocolate. 
 
    Wait a minute, chocolate? No! Oh, no! It couldn’t be. I sprinted to my purse and dug inside, scowling when I pulled out the now empty Tupperware container. The last bits of my precious truffles, those that hadn’t been sacrificed to leave nasty messages on my clothes, were smeared across the container. Now I was mad. You don’t like me, fine. You want to say awful things, no problem. Threaten me and you’re pushing your luck. But, take my chocolate? You have a death wish.
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    I returned to the sitting room madder than a whole nest of hornets that had been poked with a stick, dragging the ruined dress behind me. I found Gladys and Sam sitting on opposite pieces of furniture. 
 
    “Are you knitting, right now?” I asked Gladys incredulously. 
 
    “It helps me calm down. I understand you are upset that I looked in your room for you, Piper, but I had no idea you girls would give me the third degree over it.” 
 
    “I think this is more than a little upsetting, don’t you?” I shoved the ruined dress in front of her. Sam inhaled sharply. Gladys dropped her knitting needles and covered her mouth with her hands, the picture of horrified, but I wasn’t letting it go that easily. 
 
    “Gladys, is there something you have against me? Something you would like to say to me?” 
 
    “What do you mean Piper? Surely you don’t think that I did that, do you?” 
 
    “Well, you were the only one in my room!” 
 
    “No, no I wasn’t. That maid was here when I came back from lunch to have my quiet time.” 
 
    “What maid?” Sam asked. “We specifically told Broussard no cleaning service while we were here and I know for a fact they haven’t come to my suite because they are obligated to leave a survey card and a dark chocolate honey square in all rooms.” 
 
    “None of those things were in my room either,” I told them both. Though, if Sam had told me earlier about dark chocolate honey squares then I probably would have voted yes for the cleaning service. 
 
    “Well, no I don’t remember having chocolate honey either when she left,” Gladys said as she crinkled her eyes, looking thoughtful. “I know she said she was the maid though because I told her she nearly gave me a heart attack and she said ‘Sorry ma’am, just taking out the trash’ then she quickly left the room.” 
 
    I looked to Sam and back at the dress. Did this mysterious person who talked to Gladys exist? Was I the “trash” she referred to? 
 
    “Come to think of it,” Gladys continued as she searched the cushions for her knitting needles, “she wasn’t carrying anything when she left. She did have on some of those blue plastic gloves though.” 
 
    I sank down onto the couch in defeat. It sounded plausible. I didn’t know what to think anymore. I genuinely liked Gladys from the moment she entered our bakery, but the timing of everything was suspicious. I was exhausted and now I had no chocolate. 
 
    “What did this lady look like, Gladys?” I asked after a moment but was robbed of a reply. 
 
    Rap, rap-tap-tap. Knocking at the door had all of us jumping. Lola opened the door this time, with Jill and Cynthia behind her. “Is everyone ready to have those sore yoga muscles worked?” she asked with a wide grin. Confusion clouded her face when her enthusiasm was met with three groans. 
 
    ~ 
 
    I really should have started a list, I thought to myself. A different list that is, of what was wonderful and what should never be done again at this spa. I was still on the fence about which list this deep tissue massage would make it onto. When they said deep, they meant it. There were moments I was almost asleep with the repetitive motion of the woman kneading my shoulders, and then she would nearly pull my head off with some evil neck stretching maneuver that I was fairly certain should be illegal. Maybe this was a case of pleasure outweighing the pain, but we would have to see. 
 
    On a positive note, the massage table was more like an over-fluffed, twin-size bed that was heated and felt like laying on a cloud. And they let you keep your underwear on so I was happy not being completely naked under the warm blanket. 
 
    Gladys was snoring. I kicked myself when I realized I forgot to ask again for a description of the miscreant who defiled my dress and demolished my emergency chocolate stash after we were interrupted by the knocking. 
 
    Sam was carrying on a softly spoken conversation with the woman in charge of her massage. I heard them mention “trouble spot” and “carrying extra tension” a few times and concluded this must be the person who does Sam’s massage on a fairly regular basis. 
 
    My person was not a talker and that was fine with me. I had too much thinking to do to be a good conversationalist anyway. 
 
    By the time the hour session was up, massage had fully moved to my approved list. Of the many aches and pains that stretching unprepared during yoga had caused, none remained. My muscles felt like liquid, my body was so relaxed that I actually felt dizzy when I stood to step into the robe held out to me.  
 
    Sam must have seen me blinking. 
 
    She laughed, “Come on Piper, you can’t have six showers and six naps a day while we’re here; you’re going to be worthless in the bakery next week.” 
 
    I yawned widely. “I have no idea what you are even talking about,” I told her. 
 
    We were escorted to the changing room where we slipped back into our regular clothes. Gladys was being very quiet; we may have hurt her feelings. I was beginning to feel bad about blaming her. The longer I thought about it during the massage, the less likely it seemed that Gladys would have any reason to hate me, much less ruin my dress and my chocolates. That seemed too immature for someone Gladys’s age. Perhaps we should revisit our list soon. 
 
    The nail salon room was right next door to the changing area, so we didn’t need an escort this time. We popped over and signed in at the front counter. While we waited for the girl with the goth style to set up the stations, Sam and I decided that tonight after dinner we would tell Gladys about the notes. 
 
    “We can watch her reaction,” Sam said, “but I’m beginning to doubt she did it, too.” 
 
    Goth girl, I should really figure out her name, walked up just then. She led us to three tables and seated us in large, plush chairs. Nail techs were seated on the other side of the small tables, in much less comfortable chairs I noticed, and an array of sparkly things were set out in front of them. 
 
    “Welcome to Bejeweled Nails!” Kim, the lady sitting at my table, spoke up. “In front of you are all of our jewels for you to choose from. You can have as many or as few as you would like.” 
 
    That finally perked Gladys back up. She got so excited about the design for her nails that she either forgot about or forgave us for our accusations and interrogation of her earlier. 
 
    “Oh, look at these! Sam, you just have to get these gorgeous red gems to match your hair,” she picked up a set and waved them at Sam. 
 
    Before Sam could even look at them, much less respond, Gladys’s attention was captured by yet another sparkly sheet and new idea. “Piper! These are you, completely you.” She pointed at a page of synthetic pearls that shimmered iridescently with hints of turquoise and light pink.  
 
    They were stunning. Okay, so maybe Gladys had a good eye. I picked up the sheet and handed it to Kim. 
 
    “These please,” I told her, “in a spiral pattern on my thumbs and three in the center of my nail, vertically, for each of my other fingers.” 
 
    Sam went with the red jewels suggested by Gladys. 
 
    “A heart pattern on my thumbs and one dot on each of the other fingers,” she told the tech at her table. 
 
    “Well,” I leaned back to ask Gladys, “what are you getting?” 
 
    “Bright pink diamonds,” Gladys held up the sparkly jewels to show me. 
 
    The process took much longer than I expected, though what I based any expectation on I have no idea. We received the manicure, nail trim, and cuticle treatment before the bejeweling even began. Then it was a tedious process, as the techs had to dab a dot of clear glue onto our fingernail with a small, metal ball-tipped instrument. Next, with a tiny pair of tweezers, the jewel was peeled off the sheet and meticulously placed onto the fingernail. And then repeat the process again, one jewel at a time. I felt terrible for requesting the spiral instead of sticking to one jewel per nail, poor Kim. 
 
    It was an hour and fifteen minutes later before all of our nails were completed. I had to admit they looked pretty amazing, but bejeweling was definitely going on the “not again” list. The paint was much faster, plus I could only imagine what customers would think of finding one of these beautiful jewels in a cookie when they bite down should it fall off without me noticing. Nope, too risky for having on a regular basis. 
 
    Jill, Lola, and Cynthia were seated in the waiting area, apparently waiting on us. 
 
    “Ladies, if you don’t hurry you will be late to dinner,” Cynthia tut-tutted at us. 
 
    Picking up the pace, it had been a long time since lunch, after all, we returned to the suite to dress. Sam loaned me a pale pink jumpsuit. Gladys wore a frilly lace concoction that reminded me of my grandmother’s Easter dress when I was a child. Sam wore a tan and blue maxi dress. 
 
    “Casual night it is?” I asked, waving my arms at our attire. 
 
    “Yes, well, it has been a long day.” Gladys shrugged. 
 
    “For such a relaxing place, both of our days have been rather long so far,” I couldn’t help but point out. 
 
    Tap-tap, tap-tap. This time when the knock came, I was close to the door and flung it open. I don’t think I will ever want an assistant for anything ever again in my life after this. 
 
    “Let me guess,” I began, “you’re here to collect us for dinner?” 
 
    A masculine throat cleared and I looked into the stoic face of Broussard. Instead of look before you leap, perhaps I should consider look before you talk as a new philosophy. 
 
    “Miss Lowe,” he spoke around me. Literally. It was like I wasn’t even standing there. I narrowed my eyes and pursed my lips but he continued without a bother. “Miss Lowe I’ve come to escort your party to dinner and to inform you of the good news. Margarite will return tomorrow to assist you. We hope Cynthia’s service was acceptable for the interim period that was necessary.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, and even that received no notice from Broussard; maybe this guy had been part of the Queen’s Guard in his past. Sam took it in stride. 
 
    “Thank you. I do believe we are ready.” Then she grinned wickedly and threaded her arm through mine. “Piper, are you ready?” 
 
    I stuck my nose as far in the air as I could manage without tipping backward, “Yes, Miss Lowe, I am quite famished. Let us proceed.” She bit her lip to contain the laughter bubbling to the surface. 
 
    Not to be outdone, Gladys strolled past us and grabbed hold of Broussard’s starched elbow. “Well, don’t just stand there,” she said cheekily, “escort me to dinner, sir.” 
 
    Broussard turned the color of a ripe tomato, but he did not remove Gladys and indeed escorted her all the way to the dining hall. Unable to bite back the laughter any longer, Sam tried to mask it with a long, fake coughing spell. 
 
    If nothing else, I thought as we walked, this spa trip was much less boring than I imagined it would be. 
 
    Much to our surprise, Belle joined us at dinner that evening. 
 
    “Mother has a headache,” she explained. “Her friend Winnie was kind enough to sit with her and they bid me go to dinner and not worry about Mother. Really, I think they had gossip they decided was too juicy for me to hear.” 
 
    “Well we are glad you joined us, dear,” Gladys patted her hand. 
 
    “Do you live near here?” I asked Belle. 
 
    She shook her head, swallowing the bite of salmon she had just put in her mouth. 
 
    “No. We come for a long weekend two or three times a year. We live in Rock Pointe, a few hours north of here.” 
 
    We chatted about her home, the town, and the church for a short time. It was a pleasant enough conversation, but I was struggling to pay attention. With the prospect of dessert looming, my thoughts skipped back to the ruined dress and ruined chocolates. Now that the initial shock and fury had passed, I also had to admit to myself that the thought of someone in my suite and going through my things gave me chills. 
 
    Sam and Belle decided to split the strawberry cheesecake so I asked Gladys to share the molten lava cake and ice cream. The liquid chocolate assuaged some of my fear, but I was still antsy. Sam noticed and called an end to our evening. 
 
    “Belle, I think we are going to turn in for the night but please, do find us sometime tomorrow. It was a pleasure chatting with you tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Belle smiled, scooting her chair back to stand up. “I’m sure I should be checking on Mother now anyway. Who knows, maybe I’ll be in time to catch some tidbits of news to share with you tomorrow.” 
 
    After we had arrived back at the suite, Sam lay down on the floor staring at the ceiling. Gladys took up a seat in a wingback chair. I stretched my legs out in front of me on the divan. 
 
    “Gladys, you never got to tell us what the woman coming from my room, claiming to be the maid, looked like.” 
 
    “That’s right. Let me think.” 
 
    “Anything you remember would help. We are trying to find out who is doing all of this.” 
 
    “She was a bit shorter. Blonde hair. Wait, what do you mean all of this? I thought we were trying to figure out who ruined your beautiful dress?” 
 
    Sam rolled to a sitting position and looked at me. 
 
    Sighing, I started at the beginning. 
 
    “And so, you see why we were suspicious when Sam found you coming out of my room,” I shrugged after I explained about the location and nature of the notes that had been left so far. 
 
    “I promise you,” Gladys leaned forward in her chair, looking me straight in the eyes, “I didn’t do any of those things, Piper.” 
 
    “Who else was on our list?” Sam asked. 
 
    I closed my eyes, trying to recall the names we had written down. “Broussard. Broussard’s sister whose name I can’t remember. Your mother, who I doubt would ever willingly smear her hands in chocolate. Margarite.” 
 
    “It was definitely not Margarite I saw leaving your room today,” Gladys said, adding thoughtfully, “though whoever it was looked vaguely familiar.” 
 
    “So that is two we can take off the list,” Sam tapped her chin thoughtfully. “We have to add one other though.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The unknown suspect for the unknown reason. What? Don’t look at me like I’m kooky. I saw it on a detective show once.” 
 
    “Fine. And if it were Broussard, he had to have an accomplice because Gladys clearly saw a blonde woman.” 
 
    Gladys yawned. 
 
    “Me too,” Sam said. “Let’s call it a night.” 
 
    “Agreed. We can plan our appointments for tomorrow when we get up in the morning,” I said as I stood and stretched. 
 
    We each departed to our own suites, I turned off the sitting room light as I went. Changing into my pajamas, I crawled underneath the covers and slipped my kindle out of the nightstand drawer. At this point in my book, the maiden had agreed for the knight to journey with her to the other side of the haunted forest. This was not for her protection, she told him, but he was handy at setting up camp and she could spend more time hunting for supper while it was still daylight that way. 
 
    I was considering putting the story down for the night. My drooping eyelids were becoming rather persistent when my text message beep sounded from my purse where I had dropped my phone earlier.  
 
    I powered down the kindle before crawling to the foot of the bed and digging out my phone. Plopping back onto my pillows, I got comfortable again before swiping through the lock screen to see who was texting me. 
 
    Griff: Hey 
 
    Me: What? 
 
    Griff: Were you sleeping? 
 
    Me: Not yet. 
 
    Griff: How’s the spa? 
 
    Me: Exhausting. 
 
    Griff: You sure you are at the spa??? 
 
    Me: :-/ 
 
    Griff: Did you figure out the clothes? 
 
    Me: Why? 
 
    Griff: Curious, you seemed stressed about it. 
 
    Me: Got worse. 
 
    Honestly, I don’t even know why I am telling Griff. Heck, I don’t even know why he is texting me, but I’m tired and exhausted and don’t have the energy to question it. 
 
    Griff: What did? 
 
    Me: The clothes. 
 
    Griff: How? 
 
    Me: Someone ruined my last dress. 
 
    Me, after several moments of silence: It doesn’t matter, it’s fine. 
 
    Me: I think I’m going to go to bed. 
 
    Griff: Okay. Tomorrow will be better Piper. 
 
    Me: Whatever you say. 
 
    I turned my phone on silent and plugged it into the charger. Sleep came much easier than I expected. Staying asleep was harder. I tossed and turned trying to escape the flapping notes chasing me in my dreams. 
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    I awoke slowly the next morning. I vaguely recalled strange dreams, but not the details of any of them. I looked at the clock on my phone. 7 AM. Wow, I was really getting the hang of this sleeping in thing! In fact, I might need to worry about how hard getting back into my early-morning schedule at the bakery might be when this trip is over. 
 
    Knowing by now that most of the appointments at the spa didn’t begin until nine in the morning, I decided to take my time getting ready. I ran hot water in the large garden tub and added some bubble bath. Grabbing my Kindle, and a towel, I eased into the warm water and continued reading where I left off last night. 
 
    When the water began to cool and my skin was getting wrinkly, I shut down the Kindle and climbed out. A few quick braids to my hair would have to do today because I had run out of time to blow dry it. I shrugged into my robe and tightened the belt around my middle before going to check on my suitemates. Sure enough, I found them in the sitting room.  
 
    “Piper,” Gladys greeted me, raising a mug in my direction. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked sinking into a plush, purple chair and accepting the drink. 
 
    “Hot chocolate, extra creamy.” 
 
    I inhaled the rich scent. 
 
    “Yum!” 
 
    It was divine; never had I drank such a luscious hot chocolate. 
 
    “Wow! This is wonderful,” I wiped a chocolate mustache on my arm, not at all self-conscious. I would wear the mustache all day if it meant I got to keep drinking this. 
 
    Sam nodded in agreement, up to her nose in her own mug, whether it was of chocolate or coffee I wasn’t certain until she came up for air sporting a matching chocolate line along her upper lip. 
 
    “Can I please send a picture to your mother?” I asked laughing. “Wait, it could be your Christmas card!” 
 
    “Brilliant though that might be,” Sam shook her head, “no, you may not send anyone my picture like this. I haven’t even brushed my hair yet.” 
 
    “Fine,” I pouted. “So, what are we doing today?” 
 
    “Well, our nails and toes are done for the week,” Gladys pointed out, wiggling her Lucifer tipped toes at us. 
 
    “I have some thoughts,” Sam said. “Since Piper never got to fully experience the chocolate face mask, we should give a facial another try. I saw a few on here that sounded good.” 
 
    “I can live with that,” I told her, nodding that she should continue. 
 
    “The first is a cleansing, steam and conch-shell scrub. They take a combination of small, crushed-up pieces of conch shells and an oil of your choice mixed together. It is said to be an amazing exfoliant, without scratching or damaging your skin because of the soft, powder-like substance of the crushed shell.” 
 
    “What is the other?” I asked. That sounded like a fairly extensive process to me. 
 
    “The other is a gold facial.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A gold facial. Cream that contains gold is applied to our face for a certain amount of time before removal and is supposed to improve radiance, elasticity, and complexion. Plus, they put gold on your face, how much more pampered can you get?” 
 
    Gladys and I agreed that those both sounded excellent. 
 
    “Anything else?” Gladys asked her. 
 
    “I assumed nobody was ready to go back to yoga class,” Sam waited for our nods of confirmation. “There is still another class offered here. It involves food.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You don’t’ even know what it is yet, Piper.” 
 
    “Food. Yes.” 
 
    Gladys shrugged, “Whatever you think, Sam.” 
 
    Sam pushed the intercom button and Margarite appeared. Sam relayed our choices for the day and Margarite disappeared down the hallway. 
 
    Sam brought me a short jumpsuit of hers to wear; she dressed in a smart skirt and blouse. Gladys was a little miffed that we decided robes weren’t appropriate today since we wouldn’t need to undress for anything. She opted for black, velour lounge pants and a pink top. 
 
    Margarite, Lola, and Jill arrived promptly at five ‘til nine to escort us to the facial appointments. 
 
    As we were walking, I thought I saw a blonde head peer around a corner and disappear back out of sight, but when we got to that spot, not a soul was in the hallway or the attaching corridor. Maybe my nerves were a bit frayed. 
 
    “Oh!” Gladys exclaimed, “I forgot something in the room. I’ll catch right back up, go on.” 
 
    I paused, watching her retreating figure. 
 
    “I think I’ll go make sure I unplugged my curling iron,” Sam gave as an excuse to follow her. I knew my friend must have sensed my lingering unease with Gladys’s continued trips alone to our rooms and I was grateful. 
 
    Margarite scowled. I got the impression that she was easily upset with anything that interfered with her schedule. 
 
    Jill led me the rest of the way to get ready for our facials. Jan was noticeably absent; I briefly wondered if she were avoiding my session because of her nose. 
 
    “Not at all,” Jill assured me when I voiced the concern. “Because so many of the staff here volunteer their services, we rotate out frequently. Jan had work to do at her actual office today, paying clients she was scheduled to see there.” 
 
    That made sense. I settled into my chair to wait. Much to my surprise, I was joined by Belle. 
 
    “Hi, Piper.” 
 
    “Good morning Belle. Are you here for a facial too?” 
 
    “Yes. Samantha sent a note through her assistant this morning asking me to join your group. Mother agreed when she learned how important Sam’s parents are.” 
 
    “Well, at least they are good for something,” I joked. 
 
    The estheticians, or facial experts of the day whatever their job title, were busy setting up their stations. Gladys and Sam made their way in a few minutes later and one of the ladies approached us. 
 
    “Hello! What kind of oils would you ladies like mixed into your exfoliating conch-shell scrub? We have lavender, hemp, rose, eucalyptus, and tea tree oils. You are welcome to smell of any that you would like.” 
 
    “Lavender would be lovely,” Sam smiled. 
 
    “May I smell the lavender and the rose please ma’am,” Belle, soft and shy, responded when the lady looked to her. 
 
    “Of course!” Two small, dark-colored vials were brought over for Belle to smell. 
 
    After giving it considerable thought, Belle decided on the rose scent. 
 
    Now it was my turn. 
 
    “Tea tree oil will be fine,” I remembered hearing good things about it several years ago but couldn’t remember the specific details. 
 
    “Yes, Miss Rivers,” the woman said as she returned the other vials to the counter. “Tea Tree oil is very popular right now. And now Mrs. Hill, what oil would you like to use today?” 
 
    “Hemp,” Gladys clapped her hands. I suppressed an eye roll thinking yet again that she must have been a real handful in her younger days. 
 
    With oils chosen and exfoliants mixed, the four women got started cleaning our faces. Working up a nice lather, they washed and rinsed us. Next came a hot, steamy towel wrapped around our face. It felt rather nice. Finally, the bowls of prepared crushed shell were brought over. Wearing gloves, the woman with my scrub smeared it in small circles all over my face until it was a thick-layer of the seashell mask. I was afraid to open my eyes or mouth even a little in case some were to get in there. 
 
    “Now, we leave the masks on for one minute and then we will come back and rinse everything off,” one of the women said. 
 
    “It kind of itches,” Gladys mumbled. 
 
    “Don’t touch it,” someone told her. 
 
    One minute, I learned, seemed to take quite a long time. When at last our faces were devoid of powdery seashell bits, we were given bottles of water to drink and asked to wait a few more moments while the second portion of today’s facials, the gold masks, were made ready. 
 
    Peeking in the bowl as it was brought over to my chair, I had to admit it was a gorgeous shade of gold; bright and shiny. 
 
    “Would you take our photo after?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, I can do that.” I handed my phone to the lady to use after she was finished with my face. The paste had been warmed up, thank goodness because the crushed shell powder had been so cold, and it felt wonderful as she painted it over my face with a large brush. 
 
    “Okay, smile for the camera!” 
 
    The four of us posed, smiled, and laughed. 
 
    “Now, this mask must sit for twelve minutes. We will return to peel it off for you at that time.” With that, the four women left the room, leaving us sitting in our chairs with nothing to do. 
 
    “Belle,” Samantha began, “did you interrupt any good gossip when you went back to your mother’s suite last night?” 
 
    “Just a little,” the girl responded with a shrug, “a celebrity is staying here all of next week but I don’t know who it is. And then they were discussing your brother getting married but you wouldn’t want to hear all of that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Sam said, “whose brother is getting married?” 
 
    “Yours. Griffith, Griff something.” 
 
    “Um no. Griffin isn’t even dating anyone right now. That can’t be right.” 
 
    “I’m positive that’s what Mother and Winnie were saying. Some girl with political ambitions that Deidra believes can bring her son back from the dark side and into his role for Mayor after your father steps down several years from now.” 
 
    “That doesn’t even make sense. Mayors are elected, first of all. You can’t just decide who is going to get the job.” 
 
    “Well, actually,” I told Sam, “the rumor would make complete sense if it were coming from your mom. She thinks she can get her way about everything; one little election wouldn’t stand in her way. Still, I agree with you that surely Griff would have at least told you if he were seeing someone.” 
 
    Our conversation halted as the women came back in to remove our gold masks. Working slowly, they peeled the mask a little at a time so it came off in the shape of our faces. The sensation it created along my skin was tingly, and stretched it, but felt good; almost like I could feel it pulling dirt from each pore as it left. Disgusting and fascinating at the same time. 
 
    Our gold skins were thrown away and we were handed sample-sized moisturizers. 
 
    “Oh look, tea tree oil,” I said. 
 
    “Mine is rose,” Belle held up her bottle for me to see. 
 
    “You have each been given moisturizers made with the same oil you chose for your scrub. If you would like something different you may let me know,” said the lady who seemed to be the authority of the group and did all of the talking. 
 
    “Nope, this will be just fine,” Gladys held the bottle to her nose and inhaled. Oh boy. 
 
    They showed us how to apply the moisturizer to our faces in small, gentle circles before declaring our facial session complete. 
 
    “Thank you,” I called over my shoulder as we exited the room and followed our gang of personal assistants back to our suite. 
 
    “Belle, we would love for you to join us. Margarite, please order tea be brought to our sitting room,” Sam said in one fluid breath; there was no time for anyone to object. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Settled into various cushions, chairs, and divans, Gladys offered to pour tea for everyone We had dismissed Jill and Lola, who had delivered the tea on a quaint little cart with a full tea service including sugar, cream, and shortbread cookies with cups and saucers for everyone. Linen napkins were folded in the shapes of seashells. 
 
    “Thumbprint cookies! It has been so long since I’ve had these,” I reached for one of the round cookies that had a dollop of the red jam in the indentation in the center. “Yum, raspberry,” I said while licking my lips. 
 
    “I got blackberry-flavored,” Belle smiled. 
 
    Sam munched on a regular shortbread with no jam. 
 
    “Sam!” I startled her with my sudden light-bulb moment, “We can make peanut butter and jelly cookies at the bakery with peanut butter soft cookies, thumb-printed to hold grape jelly.” 
 
    “Thumb-printed?” she arched one eyebrow high above the other. 
 
    “You’re welcome, it is a new word, so use it.” 
 
    “Fine, we can make peanut butter and jelly thumbprints. Now, back to the reason we are here…Belle, I’m having trouble wrapping my mind around this rumor that my brother is getting married. Start over, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Okay,” Belle agreed, sipping from her teacup before she began. “I let myself into the suite with as little noise as possible, taking time to close the door gently. My slippers were inside the entrance, so I traded out my heels for the soft, silent slippers right away. I didn’t exactly sneak up on Mother and Winnie. That would be rude, but I didn’t call out or announce myself either. You never learn the good stuff that way, and my mother treats me as if I’m still twelve and not ready for the adult world.” 
 
    Sam nodded sympathetically as I rolled my eyes at parents in general, thinking of how Sam’s mother still tried to plan her entire life rather than trusting the choices Sam made for herself. Encouraged by our reactions, Belle continued. 
 
    “Winnie was speaking and as she has a rather loud, whiny voice. She was easy to hear from the entry while I hung up my shawl. ‘It’s too bad about that Griffin Lowe boy,’ she was telling Mother. ‘He would have been a fine catch for your Belle, political connections and all.’” 
 
    I burst out laughing, “A fine catch? Poor Belle, do they think dating is a simple sport of fishing for the big one? What about friendship, love, respect, or maybe actually knowing the person first?” 
 
    “I know, I swear my mother is Elizabeth Bennett’s mother reincarnated.” 
 
    “‘Daughters, married’,” Sam quoted in a fit of silent laughter, wiping tears from her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t mind these two,” Gladys flapped her hands at us impatiently, “keep going with your story.” 
 
    “Mother asked questions about the Lowe family and finally got around to asking who Griffin was planning to marry and if Winnie was certain it was serious. I think she was developing the idea of arranging a meeting between us!” Belle’s cheeks burned scarlet but whether from embarrassment or anger it was difficult to tell. “Thankfully, that idea was nipped early on because Winnie said that it was as good as certain, that she heard it from the bride-to-be herself who was here yesterday ordering sample desserts. That is when she said that the girl was thrilled to have gained Deidra’s trust in several political matters and was sure she would be grateful to have a daughter-in-law who wasn’t going to let Griffin throw his life away on some common girl and common life.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like someone Griff would be into at all,” Sam tapped her finger on her chin. “It’s too bad that Piper and I agreed we are having an electronic free weekend or I would be tempted to call him right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, that is umm,” I swallowed and hoped my face wasn’t heating up as quickly as Belle’s had, “yes, definitely too bad you can’t talk to Griff. No phones and all.” 
 
    “Well I didn’t agree to any no phone rule,” Gladys disappeared into her suite too fast for me to puzzle out her words. When she returned to the sitting room, a glittery purple cell phone was pressed to her ear. “Yep, yep, that is what I thought. Okay, thanks, you have a nice day, dear.” 
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    Placing the phone on the table, Gladys raised her teacup to her lips and drank. Then, sitting it back down and folding her hands in her lap, she said, “Griff isn’t engaged to anyone. Says somebody has lost their mind.” 
 
    Sam and I gaped at Gladys. 
 
    “Oh okay,” Belle said, reaching for another cookie and unaware of the confusion muddling mine and Sam’s brains. 
 
    “You called Griff?” I asked as I regained control of my faculties. 
 
    “When did you get his number?” Sam cocked her head sideways in a puzzled fashion. 
 
    Gladys shrugged as she reached for a shortbread. 
 
    “Oh, just the other day at the bakery. He seemed like such a nice young man.” 
 
    A knock came at the door. I shuffled over to answer it since my chair was closest. 
 
    “Hi Piper,” Jill handed me a folded piece of paper and I inhaled sharply, “Belle’s mother asked this be delivered to her,” she finished and I felt foolish. Was I going to jump at the sight of all paper now? We really had to get to the bottom of my not-so-biggest fan. I handed the note to Belle. 
 
    Her smile fell, “I have to get back to Mother. She needs me to help her choose outfits for lunch.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I patted her on the shoulder, “we’ll break you out again soon.” 
 
    Gladys clapped, “Oh! A jailbreak, how exciting.” 
 
    “That isn’t exactly what I meant,” I tried to say but Belle simply snickered and turned from the room. 
 
    “Come on you two nuts, we may as well get going to lunch, too,” Sam admonished us as she got up and headed to her suite to freshen up. 
 
    Gladys rang for Lola on the intercom and let her know the tea things could be collected. I was relieved that Lola came herself while we were still in the room; I had been worrying over another unknown maid perhaps coming in after we left for lunch in the garden and ruining something else of mine. With that thought on my mind, I got up and excused myself to my suite. Locking up my purse in the safe made me feel better. I returned to the sitting room just as Sam exited her suite as well. 
 
    “Ready?” Gladys asked us. 
 
    “Ready,” Sam agreed. “Though I probably ate enough cookies to count for lunch just now.” 
 
    I shook my head, “Negative. Those were appetizers.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    I wiped my mouth, folded my napkin onto the table and slumped back in my chair. Not exactly fancy spa garden lunch posture but boy was I full. 
 
    “I’m stuffed bigger than a Thanksgiving turkey,” Gladys echoed my thoughts with her own unique turn of phrase. 
 
    “I told you I ate too many cookies,” Sam groaned. 
 
    “Watch your mouth, there is no such thing!” I reprimanded her with mock horror. 
 
    “What did we schedule for this afternoon? Please tell me it was a nap?” Gladys asked. 
 
    Sam pursed her lips in thought, “No, but I can’t seem to remember either thanks to this food coma. You know what, I see Margarite hovering nearby so I will just go ask her our schedule.” 
 
    Gladys stood after Sam, saying she was going to use the restroom off of the foyer. I was left sitting alone. My eyes drifted closed. 
 
    A throat cleared next to me. 
 
    “Sorry,” Jill apologized as my eyes popped open in surprise. “I guess they should change my job title to mail carrier,” she said with an eye-roll as she handed me an elegant looking card. “This is for you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I accepted the card. There was no envelope, no to or from address on the outside. I opened it not having any idea what to expect and was caught off guard by the block print newspaper letters pasted inside. TIME IS ALMOST UP it said. 
 
    “Jill, Jill!” I dashed after her but she was already out of my sight. I spun in circles, eyeing everyone in the crowded garden, noting all of the blonde women. Blonde heads to the right and left. I spun, blondes behind and in front of me. Was my stalker so near? Had I seen the blue-eyed woman in yoga gear in the bakery before? The older grandmother with the dye job trying to pass as two generations younger? Maybe it was the blonde in the buffet line? Or did Gladys make up the story about the blonde to throw me off track? She was noticeably absent again, but I couldn’t imagine anything she would have against me. Then again, she was an odd duck and we hadn’t known her long. I thought back to her conversation with the palm trees in her backyard. 
 
    Someone grabbed my arm and I clenched my fist, jerking away. “Piper?” Sam’s eyes were huge. “What is wrong, didn’t you hear me calling your name?” 
 
    “Sorry. Here. Read this.” I watched as Sam’s frown deepened as she read the note and took in the ransom-like presentation of cut and pasted letters. She stuffed it in her pocket. “Whoever is doing this is obviously a coward and possibly delusional.” 
 
    “That isn’t comforting. Is that supposed to be comforting?” 
 
    “No, I’m just saying don’t let it get to you, Piper. We will keep our eyes open and stick together from now on. Whoever it is hasn’t approached you and hopefully, they won’t. Maybe they just get a kick out of messing with people.” 
 
    Gladys materialized at our side. “Samantha, was Margarite able to refresh your memory on our next appointment?” 
 
    “About that…” Sam trailed off and rolled her eyes up to the sky, throwing in duck lips for good measure. 
 
    “Spill it,” I told her, recognizing the bad news face. 
 
    “Yes, Margarite has our appointment set up already. We chose the food class this morning, remember.” 
 
    My stomach rumbled in protest. 
 
    “I can’t eat another bite!” Gladys yelped. 
 
    “Me neither,” Sam said, “but I don’t think we have to eat. From what I gathered out of Margarite’s broken description, this is a class teaching you beauty tips and tricks as related to foods.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “But I may skip supper and just have dessert tonight.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean skip dessert?” Gladys asked. 
 
    “Of course not, I mean skip supper. I don’t have room for any more food but the dessert in the dining hall has been decadent. I refuse to miss out on any tonight.” 
 
    “Come on,” Sam grabbed my hand. “Margarite and the merry assistants are waiting to escort us to the kitchen for our class.” 
 
    “Piper, there you are,” Jill held out a white, square box that was tied with a silver, velvety cord. “This package was delivered for you today.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked accepting the package. “Who is it from?” 
 
    Jill looked down and wrung her hands together. “There was a card…I’m sorry. I bumped into some blonde woman in the hall and dropped the box. She handed it back but I was halfway down the hall before realizing the card was no longer attached. I went back to look for it; the card was nowhere to be found. I was hoping you were expecting it and wouldn’t need the card.” 
 
    “No, I have no idea what it could be.” 
 
    “Should I take it to your suite instead?” 
 
    “I’ll take it. Thank you anyway but now I’m curious to open this mysterious box.” 
 
    Sam piped in, “Piper, I’m going to come with you. Just in case…” 
 
    I nodded. Sam was obviously worried that my stalker had a more sinister game in mind, escalating from notes to gifts. All the more reason to open this in private and not in an exposed place; there was no telling what might be inside. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Gladys asked as she shuffled closer. 
 
    “Piper received an unexpected gift,” Sam pointed at the box. 
 
    “And there was a blonde woman in the hall.” Okay, that sounded lame even as I said it. Still, I found it bizarre that a blonde had a run-in with my package and now the card was missing. 
 
    “We’re going to open it in the suite really quickly before we head to the food class in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s go.” Gladys looked at us both, “I’m going with you…I did not send this box or any notes and I want to see what is inside, now scoot.” 
 
    After assuring Jill, Margarite, and Lola that we did not need an escort to our rooms, we agreed to let them come get us in ten minutes to walk us to the kitchen since we hadn’t been to that part of the spa yet. It was somewhere near the dining hall but we knew it wasn’t worth the time to argue with Margarite. 
 
    I placed the box on the coffee table in the sitting room. Sam took off one of her heels and held it up. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Getting ready for whatever is in that box,” she replied matter-of-factly. It was a good feeling to know your friend was willing to save you from any kind of attack, even if her only weapon was a shoe. 
 
    Gladys shook her head, “I doubt it can be that bad. Just open it.” 
 
    So, I did. With deliberate movements I pulled the silver cord loose from the beautiful bow it was tied in, letting it fall to the table. Placing one hand on each side of the box, I braced myself and took a step back as I yanked off the lid. Nothing jumped out, fell out, or moved so I stepped back to the table and peered in the box. And gasped. 
 
    Sam raised her heel higher. 
 
    “What? What?” She and Gladys approached as I reached into the box. 
 
    With extreme care, I lifted out the most beautiful dress I had ever seen. It was simply stunning as I held it up and the whole garment was revealed. Silver, the same color as the cord, a floor length, halter-top, fitted gown. The plunging neckline glittered with Swarovski crystals that tapered off and ran down one side to the hip. The three of us simply gawked at it. 
 
    “Sam, did you buy me this?” I asked when I found my power of speech again. I was pretty sure I knew the answer since Sam was standing beside me staring, having dropped her shoe in surprise moments ago. 
 
    “No way. You would kill me if I bought you something that fancy. I’d certainly like to send a thank you note to whoever did though. Piper, this dress is going to be magnificent on you.” 
 
    “Is it even my size?” I pulled the beautiful dress close and searched for the tag. Yep, my size. 
 
    “What are you standing here for?” Gladys asked. “We have about two minutes until that Margarite woman shows up at the door demanding we stop dilly-dallying around. Go try it on for goodness sake.” 
 
    “Gladys is right, hurry up.” Sam slipped her shoe back on her foot. “I’ll search the tissue paper for any card, note, or store name.” 
 
    I went to my suite and laid the silver dress across the bed. Wow. It was gorgeous but also driving me crazy that I had no idea who or where it came from. Tossing my clothes to the side, I stepped into the dress and tied the straps in a bow at the base of my neck. I had to see it before I could go show Sam or Gladys. It probably looked ridiculous. I stepped in front of the mirror in the bathroom. The dress was perfect. It fit like a glove. 
 
    “Come on, I want to see it!” Samantha’s shout from the sitting room drug me from the mirror. She and Gladys were both standing at my door when I opened it. 
 
    “Piper, it's magnificent!” Sam grabbed my shoulders and spun me so she could see the whole thing. 
 
    “I knew it,” Gladys said. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, I just mean I knew it would be beautiful when you pulled it out of that box. And it is. Okay, let’s get moving.” Gladys clapped her hands at me. I wonder if she were ever a teacher or something. She sure did like to give orders.  
 
    After changing back, I brought the dress out on a hanger and handed it to Sam. 
 
    “Please keep this in your closet for me. I would hate for anything to happen to it.” 
 
    An all too familiar knock tapped on the door. Sam rushed to get the dress put away. Margarite set a fast pace as she led us to the kitchen, all the while frowning and muttering in Spanish. 
 
    We made it on time…but just barely. 
 
    ~ 
 
    “Bonsoir mesdames. Je m'appelle Chef Fabio et c'est un plaisir de vous apprendre dans ma cuisine.” 
 
    “Je suis Samantha,” Sam responded. “English please?” 
 
    “Oui. Of course. Good evening beautiful ladies. My name is Chef Fabio and it is a pleasure to teach you in my kitchen.” 
 
    Gladys fanned herself, staring at the rugged Frenchman like a hunk of beef. Just how long had her husband Harold been deceased now, I tried to remember but failed. 
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    I will give Chef Fabio credit. He continued on in a very professional manner and ignored the looks of lust that several others in the class were giving him. Personally, I didn’t see what all the fuss was about. Fabio was in admittedly good shape, probably in his late thirties, he appeared bald even beneath the tall chef hat he wore. Perhaps it was the accent that had everyone flustered. I guess he just wasn’t my type. A pair of dark eyes flashed through my mind, but I pushed those aside and focused on the introduction. 
 
    “Today we will be learning about the beauty benefits of several foods. Who is ready to begin?” Hands shot into the air. Besides the three of us, there were six other women in the room. I was sad not to see Belle anywhere. She must still be with her mother. I recognized a couple of faces as infrequent customers but didn’t know much about them since they weren’t regulars. The other four I didn’t know at all. 
 
    “Bien. Good. First, we have the healthy fat: avocados. Does anyone like avocados?” 
 
    I nudged Sam when she didn’t raise her hand, knowing full well she loved avocados and guacamole. Personally, I didn’t even want to touch the disgusting things. 
 
    “I told you,” she said, “I can’t eat another bite right now.” 
 
    Chef Fabio continued talking as he expertly pitted and sliced one avocado into six pieces and handed them out to anyone wishing to partake on small plates with appetizer forks. 
 
    “Not only is avocado a source of healthy fat, but it also contains biotin. What does biotin do ladies?” 
 
    “It is great for hair and nail growth,” Sam answered when Chef Fabio nodded in her direction. 
 
    “Bien, Samantha. Biotin prevents brittle nails and hair. A less discussed benefit of biotin is the hydration it can provide for dry skin.” There were murmurs of interest from a few ladies. 
 
    “Next on the list, we have the beautiful pomegranate.” With an added flourish that I feared would cause a few swoons, Chef Fabio reached beneath the counter where he stood and tossed two pomegranates in the air before catching them. A smattering of claps sounded, most of them coming from Gladys. I gave Sam the eye and she shrugged, mouthing a silent “sorry” my direction. 
 
    As Chef Fabio proceeded to cut each pomegranate in half he asked, “Who has never tried this excellent and exotic fruit?” 
 
    My hand decided to betray me, raising halfway in the air even as my brain tried to tell it that I was much too full to consider taste-testing right now. Too late. Chef Fabio pointed my direction and then to a woman to my right. 
 
    “Come on over here ladies and enjoy a sample.” Chef Fabio handed us each a small bowl, smaller than a souffle dish, that he had scooped a spoonful of the little red seeds into. “These jewels of the pomegranate are magnificent, here tell me what you think.” 
 
    I tipped a spoon of five or six seeds into my mouth. Bad idea. I shuddered a little and was relieved to see Chef Fabio placing several bottles of water on the counter. Trading my bowl of seeds for one of those bottles, I twisted off the lid and gulped. Sam was shaking with silent mirth. 
 
    “It tastes almost like cranberries but a little different,” I told Chef Fabio before drinking more water. 
 
    “Odd,” the other woman said, “I was thinking they tasted kind of like a cherry.” 
 
    “You are both correct,” Chef Fabio looked pleased as punch, and no I’ve never understood that phrase but my mom used it all the time and I think it is now in my DNA. “Depending on the ripeness and the variety of pomegranate, they can taste similar to both of those things. To tell the fruit is ripe, it should feel very heavy when you hold it and the skin should be taught.” 
 
    “And what good is pomegranate for beauty, Chef?” Gladys asked. 
 
    “Pomegranate provides a plethora of benefits due to its richness in anti-oxidants. Collagen production is promoted, immunity is improved, it can even enhance the circulation of your blood.” 
 
    Gladys fanned herself faster with the napkin. 
 
    “Next on our list are walnuts.” 
 
    Now walnuts I knew about; I love walnuts. Bonus for me was the omega-3 fatty acids they contained but I didn’t actually remember why omega-3 was good for beauty. 
 
    “Those have omega-3s, right?” One of the ladies who I’d seen at Ooey Gooey Goodness once or twice spoke up from the back. 
 
    “Oui, bien. Yes, good. The omega-3 fatty acids in walnuts contribute to a glowing and youthful appearance for the skin. Walnuts are wonderful to snack on alone but they are also quite versatile. Walnuts can be added to anything from a simple salad to a crusted-chicken entrée, or even a magnificent dessert.” Chef Fabio and I seemed to share a love of walnuts I gathered based on this glowing delivery of their uses. Maybe the man knows his stuff after all. 
 
    “I would now like to talk to you about another extra special ingredient. Emphasis on the extra. Do we have any guesses?” Chef Fabio straightened his collar as he waited. 
 
    Unfortunately for him, there didn’t seem to be any prodigies in the class today. Giving up, Chef Fabio reached beneath the counter again and pulled out a large glass bottle. 
 
    “Extra Virgin Olive Oil!” 
 
    A collection of “ohhhs” and “ahhhs” filled the room and Chef Fabio took a small bow. “Yes, this magic bottle is the healthiest of cooking oils. It also contains good fatty acids and a large quantity of anti-oxidant polyphenols. Both go a long way in providing a youthful glow and protection for the skin from some harmful molecules called free radicals.” 
 
    I leaned around Gladys to whisper to Sam, “So are we supposed to eat it or rub it on our face?” 
 
    “Be sure to check out the salad on tonight’s dinner menu; you will see a lot of things you recognize,” Chef Fabio was telling us when suddenly a blaring alarm sounded and the sprinkler system activated. 
 
    The ladies around us started shrieking, whether from fear of a fire or despair of a ruined outfit I couldn’t be certain. I didn’t see any smoke yet, but we all began filing towards the emergency exit as fast as we could maneuver around the counter and each other. Chef Fabio I noticed had dashed out without a backward glance at the class full of women. 
 
    As we tripped and stumbled outside, I could see that the smoke was coming out of the yoga studio window. Firetrucks came careening into the parking lot, men in thick suits filing out. Several entered the building while others began unrolling the hose. They were just hooking it up to the fire hydrant when two of the firefighters exited the building. 
 
    “False alarm,” one shouted, holding up a round object above his head. The other few firemen also came out of the building, also holding small objects. Smoke continued to pour from the building. 
 
    They huddled together with Pastor Dan. The men on the truck began rolling the hose back up. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked nobody in particular. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Sam answered, “but I’m definitely going to find out.” She began making her way through the crowd toward the group of firefighters. “Excuse me, pardon me,” she inched her way forward but it was slow going. 
 
    I turned, then realized we had lost Gladys somewhere in the scuffle to get out of the building. I scanned the crowd, looking for her familiar face when another person flashed into my view. 
 
    The same person I thought I saw at lunch in the garden the first day. A nagging feeling started up inside me. What in the world was she doing at the spa instead of at work multiple days this week? 
 
    I decided to go ask. 
 
    Pushing past several groups of people clustered together and talking animatedly, I caught up with her. 
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    “Samantha!” Gladys panted. “Sam!” she yelled again. 
 
    “Gladys?” Sam turned away from Pastor Dan and the fireman she was speaking with at the sound of her name. “Oh! My goodness, Gladys! Are you okay?” 
 
    Panting Gladys nodded but didn’t speak. 
 
    Sam reached out to the firefighter and jerked a water bottle from his hand as he turned to answer a yell from his buddy. The look of startled surprise on his face would have been amusing if Sam hadn’t been concerned that Gladys was about to be seriously ill. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Sam asked again. “Here drink this.” 
 
    Gladys chugged half the bottle, coughing and sputtering afterward. 
 
    “Did you inhale smoke Gladys?” Pastor Dan asked in a voice laced with concern as he patting her on the back. 
 
    “I’m fine. It’s Piper,” she pointed. “Something happened to Piper.” 
 
    Pastor Dan and Sam shared a look of alarm. 
 
    “What happened to Piper?” Sam asked. 
 
    “The fire was a false alarm,” Pastor Dan said. “Was she hurt in the rush from the building?” 
 
    “Oh! Was she trampled like you see at all of those horrible holiday sales where people pay no attention to others around them?” Sam scanned the crowd as she turned her head left and right, desperate for a view of her friend. 
 
    “No. Piper was taken. In a van,” Gladys finally regained her breath enough to talk in full sentences. She took another swallow of water and screwed the cap on tight. 
 
    “I was trying to get out of the crowd of panicking people. I saw a nice bench beneath a beautiful palm tree. I was almost to it when I heard this loud bang. I looked over and saw Piper being dragged into the back of a van by some blonde woman. She looked so familiar that I knew she must have been the one in our suite but for the life of me I still have no idea who she is,” Gladys sighed with frustration. 
 
    “Sam, what’s going on?” Griff joined the three of them. “I saw all the firetrucks. Is everyone okay? Where’s Piper? I really need to talk to her. Is she mad at me for buying the dress? I bet she is. I really need to see her.” 
 
    “Griff!” Sam nearly sobbed as she latched onto her big brother. “Griff, thank God you’re here. Piper’s gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” Griff stiffened. 
 
    “Not gone,” Pastor Dan clarified. “But she is missing, son. Call 911. Gladys, please, finish telling us everything you can.” 
 
    “I couldn’t see what was on the white van that the woman pulled Piper into. Then I remembered my phone could take pictures so I pulled it out of my pocket. Here look, I got the license plate!” Gladys dropped the phone in her haste.  
 
    Picking it up, she wiped the dirt off and clicked her Gallery icon. 
 
    “Nope. Thumb. Grass. Nope. Wait! Here it is,” Gladys held the phone out. 
 
    Griff grabbed the phone and gave the license plate number to dispatch. 
 
    “Units are on route here and they put out a news bulletin on the license number,” Griff told them as he hung up the phone.  
 
    Sam grabbed Gladys’s phone, did something quickly, and gave it back. Then she typed like a madwoman on the keypad of her own phone. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Gladys asked trying to peer over Sam’s shoulder. 
 
    “I just posted that van license photo on Facebook. Forget waiting for the police! I’m going to find Piper. We have to,” she clenched her fists as tears rolled down her cheeks. 
 
    “Sam,” Gladys reached out and took the younger girl’s hands in her own. “Sam, I’m so worried. Piper wasn’t moving when she was being loaded into that van.” 
 
    Wringing his hands through his hair, Griff let out a deep growl. Gladys and Sam looked at him in surprise. 
 
    “No. It can’t be. Not Piper. Not Abigail. Why?” Griff began pacing and mumbling barely coherent sentences to himself. “Who even thinks up arranged marriages anyway. She isn’t so cruel. She couldn’t be. She just had a crush, nothing big really. Abigail is not going to hurt Piper. This is all my fault! How could I be so stupid?” 
 
    Sam was about to ask what he was talking about when the police showed up. 
 
    One of them had two canines on a leash. They were large, intimidating brown dogs. 
 
    “Which one of you is Griff and which one of you is Gladys?” the lead officer asked. 
 
    “I’m Gladys. That heartsick fool over there is Griff,” Gladys pointed. 
 
    Sam placed a hand on her brother’s arm and turned him back to the group. Seeing the police, he took a deep breath and shook hands, introducing himself. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” 
 
    “Gladys, take us to the scene. Everyone else, please, just let us do our job. We know you are worried. We know you want to help. Someone will have seen the van and we will find them.” 
 
    “Officer, no offense, but we aren’t sitting this one out. At least let us drive around and see if we spot the van. The more eyes out there the sooner we get Piper back,” Griff spoke with calm authority. 
 
    Whether it was the determination in his stance or the fact that the police preferred not to tangle with the son of the mayor, who knows. The officer nodded. 
 
    “Do not try to apprehend the suspect,” he warned. 
 
    Sam, Griffin, and Gladys nodded in agreement. 
 
    Pastor Dan spoke up. “Let’s pray,” he said as he held his hands out. 
 
    The four joined hands and hearts as Pastor Dan prayed for the safety of both Piper and the search group, and success in finding Piper soon. 
 
    “I’ll stay here and relay information,” Pastor Dan offered. 
 
    With a call of thanks over their shoulders, the friends hurried to Griff’s truck. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ]SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up with my head pounding. There was an itch too, like something was on my forehead. I wanted to scratch it but found that was impossible. Now, fully conscious, I became painfully aware that my hands were tied above my head on some sort of pipe. I was dangling but could feel the floor under my knees.  
 
    I searched my hazy memory for how I ended up here. That’s right, the fire. I saw someone who didn’t belong in the crowd. 
 
    Abigail. I thought back to the moment I caught up with Abigail in the parking lot outside of the spa. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Hey Abigail,” I tapped her on the shoulder as she was trying to push through the last of the people, towards all of the cars in the parking lot. 
 
    “Oh! Hi, Piper. Sorry, I didn’t see you there,” Abby said while she continued to ease away from me. Odd. I was fairly certain she looked straight at me when I caught a glimpse of her. 
 
    “That’s okay. Is Deidra here today?” I asked. It was a weekday which meant Abigail would be working, so I was reaching for the only explanation that made sense for her to be here. 
 
    “Um, no. No, it’s just me. I had to make some arrangements.” 
 
    “I see. Is she planning a big party or something? I saw you in the garden the other day, as well, but Sam hasn’t mentioned anything coming up.” 
 
    Abigail shook her head hard back and forth, taking a few more steps back. I followed, thinking it was still kind of noisy and maybe she was not comfortable in big crowds. “I wasn’t here. I haven’t been here all week. You must be mistaken.”  
 
    “I’m certain I saw you…” As Abby wiped her palms on the side of her slacks and straightened her jacket, I saw the movement loosened a folded paper in her pocket. The paper was now edging dangerously close to falling out. 
 
    “I said you didn’t see me,” Abby snapped and the paper fluttered to the ground, open. I bent to pick it up, shocked, barely able to process what I was seeing. Abby’s eyes widened as I stood and looked at her, really looked at her. Shorter, blonde. Keeps appearing at the spa but swears she hasn’t been here. My brain chugged slowly to a conclusion at the same time that Abby’s face transformed into a dark, hateful scowl. She took off running into the parking lot and I dashed after her, determined to have answers. 
 
    Too bad for me, she was waiting. I rounded the corner of a large van and Abigail swung the door open, hitting me so hard I fell to the ground. My head bumped the van as I fell, white spots appeared in my vision before they, and everything else, faded to black. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    I shook off the memory, then stopped as pain rushed through my head. There was tape over my mouth and tape around my ankles, binding them together. An empty roll of duct-tape lay nearby. That explained why a heavy scarf was on my wrists, Abigail must not have brought enough duct-tape. Typically, I hated it when people weren’t prepared but, in this case, I was extremely grateful; surely the knots in a scarf would be easier to work out than removing the duct tape. 
 
    Before I could get started with my escape attempt a door swung open. Abigail climbed into the back of the van, joining me. The door slammed shut behind her; I glimpsed sunlight and dunes. Abigail must have driven me to a deserted section of beach. Not good. 
 
    ~ 
 
     “Piper, Piper, Piper,” she clucked and shook her head in a show of disappointment. “Why did you try to ruin everything?” 
 
    “Whatrtkinbt,” I screamed furiously through the duct-tape, not caring if she understood or not. I didn’t understand what this crazy woman thought I ruined but I had to find a way to get far from her and soon. 
 
    “I just popped in to say hello and make sure you were still alive. That’s quite the nasty little bump you have on your head,” Abigail taunted, thumping me on the head. 
 
    I scowled, growling and lunging toward her. My efforts failed, my tied wrists dragging along the pole and wrenching me to a stop. 
 
    “Nuh-uh-uh,” she wagged a finger at me. “Pathetic, as always. Why you ever thought you had a chance with Griffin is beyond me. As if he would ever be interested in someone who looks like a kindergartener colored their hair with a crayon. You play with cookies for a living, for goodness sake! He needs someone polished and beautiful. Someone socially adept to run his home when he is the mayor. Someone like me.” She beamed. 
 
    It took a minute for my pounding head to catch up with her ramblings. The pieces slid slowly into place. The notes, ruining my dress, the rumors about Griffin getting married. This had nothing to do with the contest or trafficking rings. Abigail had lost her mind. This delusional woman had created her own little fantasy life with Griff. And somehow, in the crazy town that was her mind, I was a threat to that fictional life. Well, that would teach me to give her free cookies at my bakery. 
 
    “Now, fortunately for you I have an appointment with Deidra, can’t keep the future mommy-in-law waiting you know, but I’ll be back to deal with you soon.”  
 
    With a slap to my cheek, Abigail turned and got out of the back of the van as quickly as she entered. The door banged shut and the horn beeped.  
 
    I was locked in.  
 
    I took a huge breath through my nose. I couldn’t panic. That wouldn’t do any good, I watched too many crime shows on television to panic. The calm, rational victims were always more likely to escape.  
 
    I hoped.  
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    So, what did we have? It was dark back here, no windows, so I could assume a delivery van of some sort. From my glimpse out of the back door, I had already surmised Abigail parked the van on a remote beach or in the dunes of one. I had no idea how long I had been unconscious but, judging by the amount of sunlight, it wasn’t too late in the afternoon yet.  
 
    Of course, internally I argued with myself over whether that was good or not. If it had been less than an hour since I was taken, nobody might realize I was missing yet, especially with all of the chaos going on with the fire department at the spa.  
 
    Then again, I also thought, not being missing long was also a positive. It meant I was in no danger of starvation or needing to use the bathroom.  
 
    Yet.  
 
    Okay, Piper, I told myself, don’t think about using the bathroom, or the lapping of the waves that were probably right outside, or how thirsty duct-tape makes you. Great. Now I need to pee. 
 
    Or perhaps the sunlight wasn’t an indication of anything, my inner worrier voice screamed; maybe I had already been missing a whole day. How could nobody look for me for a whole day? No. I wouldn’t think like that. I couldn’t have been unconscious over twenty-four hours; I would just believe I hadn’t been missing long and hope that soon someone came looking for me.  
 
    In the meantime, I continued surveying what little of my surroundings I could see as my eyes readjusted to the darkness. Thin cracks of light spilled in around the edges of the doors. Thank God for small miracles. It looked like there were a few folded tables and tablecloths back here but nothing useful that I could see. This seemed to be a large, event van and I guessed the pipe I was tied to was a garment rack of some sort. 
 
    If my head weren’t pounding so much it would be a lot easier to think straight. I tried standing on my tip-toes to push my head up higher. After three attempts I was wobbling but successful. The duct-tape was tight enough to make my ankles grind against each other, I felt tears sting my eyes. Gritting my teeth, I strained toward my bound hands. Even though I was very close to reaching them, the way my wrists and fingers were tied pointing straight up above the pipe made it impossible for me to work them into removing the duct tape from my mouth. There went plan A; I had hoped to pull off the duct tape and chew the knots of the scarf loose. 
 
    Looks like it’s time for plan B. 
 
    Now, what exactly would I do for plan B? 
 
    I wonder how far this pipe goes. I crouched low and hopped my bound feet forward, stumbling repeatedly but never falling down thanks to the pipe yanking my arms and keeping me upright every time. Every muscle and tendon screamed. My fingers were numbing one by one thanks to a loss of circulation. My experiment worked though. Painful hop after painful hop, I made it all the way down to the end of the pipe and was pleased to find it ran the length of the van, all the way to the back doors. My mind whirring with this information, I formulated a new plan. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Dozing on and off, wiggling my fingers over and over in a desperate attempt to keep any sort of circulation moving through them, I waited. It seemed an eternity but at last, I heard the click of the doors unlocking. I roused myself, scooting as close to the door as possible. The door swung open and I poured all of my energy into an awkward hop-kick, slamming my bound feet into Abigail’s chest as she made to step into the back of the van. She fell backward, the open door revealing it was almost dusk. I hopped like mad, yelled through the duct-tape, even slammed my feet into the wall over and over again to make as much noise as physically possible in my position. 
 
    Abigail was barely dazed. The sand softened her landing and much too soon she was angrily grasping the door, pulling herself up. I tried to kick out again but she was ready for me this time. Catching my legs, she shoved me out of the way and slammed the door. Abigail turned on the flashlight app of her phone and shone the bright light in my eyes. I blinked, turning my head away. 
 
    “That was pretty stupid, Piper. You don’t think anybody can hear you, do you?” she asked as she sat the phone down in a corner, lighting up most of the space. “Ugh! Look, you’ve ruined my outfit,” she flailed her hands against her clothes as she tried to get all of the dirt and grit off of her white slacks. Great. Not only had I been kidnapped by a crazy woman but, at this rate, she was probably the type to leave me hanging here even longer while she ran to the dry cleaners. Funny, just a few days ago I had been feeling sorry for her as Deidra’s assistant. Now, I was wishing she had choked on a pastry. 
 
    Giving up on her precious suit, Abigail glared back at me. 
 
    “Come on, I’m ready to get rid of you and be finished with this. Then I can get Griffin to propose to me and never think about this messy business again.” 
 
    Lunatic. Wait. Get rid of me? I darted a glance at her hands. No gun. No purse to hold a gun in that I could see. Maybe I still had time to get away. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and regarded me warily. 
 
    “Listen. This would be much easier if you could walk yourself to the pier from which you will tragically fall to your death but if you try anything, I will knock you out and drag you there myself. Do you understand?” 
 
    I nodded, completely agreeing with her; it would be much easier if I could walk. 
 
    Abigail unbound my wrists from the pole but relief was not to come. Yanking my arms behind my back she re-tied the scarf, the fabric biting into my skin. I’d be burning all my scarves after this adventure, provided I ever saw my scarves again. Sharp, needle-like sensations ran through my hands as the blood began flowing down into them again. Steering me from behind, she made me hop to the back door. 
 
    “Sit down,” she instructed and I did. 
 
    Opening the door of the van just a crack to check for any people, Abigail must have determined the coast to be clear. She stepped outside and shut the door. I had a moment of panic; I thought she was letting me out to walk somewhere. Where did she go? Did she decide to drive the van into the ocean instead, I wondered as I heard a door at the front of the van open and shut. But no. The back door opened again. 
 
    “Forgot my scissors up front,” she said as she pulled off my shoes and then cut the duct tape from my ankles. I rolled my eyes. I never knew it could be so frustrating to be kidnapped by an exceptionally unprepared person; she had nearly given me a heart attack thinking I was going to drown in this van. 
 
    “Out,” Abigail ordered. Grabbing me by the elbow, she pointed me down the beach and we started walking. I drank in the sight of my surroundings, praying for someone or something familiar. Abigail had mentioned a pier. 
 
    There weren’t many piers in Seashell Bay that wouldn’t be full of people. I could think of only two piers in remote locations near here. One was the pier in the next town that had been mostly torn apart in a recent storm and was labeled condemned, roped off to be torn down when the city got around to it. The other was equally as dangerous. They called it Pirate Pier. Pirate Pier was probably only twenty minutes from the spa, but it was too far away from the nightlife and carnival piers to attract tourists. It had been unofficially claimed by the local druggies; deals went down there and anyone unfortunate enough to stumble across them accidentally usually left with their wallet much lighter. The cops stopped checking it out months ago because no matter the tip, someone, either a lookout or a dirty cop, warned off the dealers before they arrived.  
 
    Pain sliced through my foot and I crumpled to one knee, my elbow slipping from Abigail’s grasp before she knew it. Broken glass bottles and garbage littered the area. Blood oozed from a cut in my heel. My guess, we were close to Pirate Pier and there would either be nobody there to help me, or simply nobody who cared to make it their business. 
 
    “Get up,” Abigail’s hushed voice broke into my thoughts. She dragged me to my feet and we continued forward. Sand burned as it ground into the cut on my heel and I played up my limp to stall for more time. It was well past twilight now, the moon glinted off of the ocean to our left. In the distance, if I squinted, I could just make out shapes jutting from the water. We were nearly there. 
 
    Muffled sounds came from behind us and then shouts could be distinguished. People! I jerked to a halt and yelled, muffled by tape that it was, as loud as possible. 
 
    “Shut up, shut up!” Abigail’s harsh whisper tickled my ear. She pushed me forward but my determination was renewed. 
 
    I heard Samantha and then Griff. I heard dogs barking. This was it, someone was coming to save me. Flashlights bounced around as I continued to make noise. Abigail flew into a panic and tried to drag me when I wouldn’t budge but she stumbled and we both crashed to the ground. 
 
    I rolled away from Abigail and in the precious moments of her confusion, I was able to scrape the duct-tape off of my mouth with my knee. It took a lot of spitting and slobbering to loosen it up but I was willing to try anything. 
 
    The moment it came partway loose I began shouting as loud as my lungs could manage. 
 
    “Help! Sam, Griff, help!” Flashlights shot our direction. I could hear the dogs and a few footsteps getting closer. Abigail kicked me, striking a glancing blow to my leg as I yelled and rolled. The scarf on my wrists caught on a piece of driftwood. I yanked and nearly cried in relief when I heard a small tear. I pulled and rubbed and pulled, not even sure it would work but finally, the scarf tore and my battered wrists fell free. The lights were nearly to us. I could see Abigail groping in the dirt. When she stood up, my heart nearly stopped; she had found a half-broken bottle and was coming right at me with no regard to the rescuers coming closer. 
 
    “You. You can’t have him. If I can’t have him, you can’t have him.” She was screaming at me now, only three steps away. I jumped up, fumbling my hand into the side of my bra under my arm at the same time. I dug my feet into the sand, gripping with my toes like my life depended on it; my ankles were still bound and keeping my balance was so hard. Finally, I pulled my pocket knife free of my bra just as Abigail raised the bottle above her head. Fumbling to make use of my nearly dead hands, I flipped the knife open and thrust it toward her just as she lunged. The bottle missed my head and cut a jagged line down my shoulder. Time seemed to slow down. I let go of the knife and stepped back, tripping over the driftwood that freed me; Abigail’s body fell with a thud in the sand right next to me. I shrank back, unable to look at her. I didn’t want to know if I had killed her or not. 
 
    Hands caught my shoulders and I screamed and flailed my arms at them. Griff’s voice penetrated the shock ever so slowly. “Piper, it’s okay. I’ve got you.” 
 
    Sam threw herself into the dirt on my other side. This was a woman who didn’t care about ruined clothing, I thought to myself in a distracted way. I could hear her and Griff, but their voices were fuzzy almost like they came from far away. The sheriff caught my eye next, as he bent down and cut the tape from my ankles. Griff stepped away to talk to the sheriff, I caught the words hospital and tomorrow. Sam hugged me close. 
 
    ~ 
 
    By nine the next morning, I was cranky, hungry, and ready to go home. The nurse insisted I had to wait until the doctor made one more round before I could be released from the hospital. Sam agreed with her, the traitor. A soft knock on the door announced the arrival of another visitor. Gladys peeked around the door. 
 
    “May I come in?” 
 
    I waved her forward, a small gesture, moving my body as little as possible. I didn’t dare to risk nodding since my head felt like a stampeding herd of horses had taken up residence there. Gladys came and stood by the bed. 
 
    “Your nails still look great,” she pointed to my toes which had survived the barefoot trek unscathed. Leave it to Gladys to find the positive side of something. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said sarcastically. 
 
    “Here, I brought you something,” she said, opening up her large neon orange purse. Why neon orange I have no idea since it clashed completely with her pink velour tracksuit. I didn’t care though when I saw what she brought; in fact, I was prepared to kiss that neon orange purse. Out of it Gladys pulled an entire bag of dark chocolate chips and passed them to me. 
 
    Sam smiled. “Well, Gladys, Piper is just in heaven now.” 
 
    I accepted the bag of chocolate chips with a grin. 
 
    “Thanks, Gladys, and have I told you yet how sorry I was that we suspected you?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about all that. I’m glad you are okay.” 
 
    I tossed a palm full of dark chocolate into my mouth and closed my eyes, savoring the rich and bitter notes as I let it slowly dissolve over my tongue. 
 
    “Now,” I swallowed and looked at them both. “I’ve told you everything that happened to me. I want to know what was going on at the spa and everything that led you to find me. I never did hear what the fire department found when they showed up.” 
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     “You go ahead,” Gladys told Sam. 
 
    “Alright, here goes,” Sam began. “I went to talk to Rick, one of the firemen, and Pastor Dan to see what was happening. It turns out there was no fire. All of that smoke we saw, that was because five smoke bombs were set off in the yoga studio and one of the windows broken. The smoke was more than enough to set off the smoke detectors. The sprinkler system evidently malfunctioned and never went off so, in a way, it was a blessing that the smoke bombs made the spa aware of the issue in time to fix it before a real fire happens.” 
 
    “Who set off the smoke bombs? And why?” I asked. 
 
    “We weren’t sure for a while, but we think now that it was Abigail. We can’t confirm it, or her motives, but Felicity says she was in the hallway when a woman with short, blonde hair ducked past her in quite the hurry. Whether Abigail was trying to cause a distraction to hurt you or to get into your room and do something else I have no idea. She isn’t talking, not even to confess to the smoke bombs.” 
 
    “So, so I didn’t kill her?” I asked looking up at Sam. 
 
    “No don’t worry, she isn’t dead. She has a pretty nasty wound in her side but she lived. The sheriff is working to get her transferred to a prison hospital far from here as soon as possible and to make sure she never gets out to hurt anyone again. There were enough witnesses on the beach that nobody thinks the prosecution will be difficult.” 
 
    I nodded, still numb. I supposed I was glad I hadn’t killed someone but at the same time, I didn’t feel the relief I expected that news to bring. 
 
    “Tell her how you found her,” Gladys leaned forward, prodding Sam to continue telling me what all had happened in the search for me. 
 
    Sam took a breath and launched into the telling. 
 
    “While I was still with Pastor Dan, Griff showed up looking for you. He was babbling about some woman trying to get Mother to arrange a marriage between the two of them, how she kept calling him and saying they were meant to be and that he had to find you and make sure you knew it wasn’t true. I thought he was out of his mind because he kept asking if you were mad about the dress, he wasn’t making any sense. When we were searching for the van I finally got him to slow down and talk to me. He explained that he had sent you the silver dress as a gift because of your phone call worrying about clothes and the text about the ruined dress the other night. I asked why in the world he didn’t include a note and he said there was a card attached. That is when I remembered what Jill said about the blonde knocking into her in the hall and the card being gone. It all started to fit together, in an insane kind of way. I told him that I thought a blonde woman took the card.”  
 
    Sam paused and stole a drink from my water cup. “Remind me to get you some tea,” she said then leaped back into the story. “Right about then Gladys came running up.” 
 
    “Or as close to running as someone my age gets,” Gladys interjected. 
 
    “She told us some blonde put you in a van. Griff called 911 to get people to help find you; Gladys took a photo of the license plate so I texted it to myself and posted it as an emergency on Facebook. By the time Gladys showed Griff where Abigail took you, the van was gone. It had no identifying logos on the outside but thanks to that license plate, we had a good start.” 
 
    “Gladys, thank you! Thank you so much, I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t got that plate number and the search party hadn’t found me.” 
 
    “I just wish I could have stopped her. But I didn’t know how dangerous she was and I’m not all that strong; I knew I couldn’t do anything by myself so I took the picture and got help as fast as I could. It was a miracle I even saw you, really. I was tired of getting bumped into in the crowd so I was trying to find a bench to sit down on out by the parking area. When I saw her shoving you in the van I froze. Thankfully, I ducked behind a palm tree and the crazy lady didn’t see me taking the photo as she drove away.” 
 
    I had a moment of wondering if Gladys spoke to the palm trees while she took the photos of me being abducted and nearly laughed. Maybe I was delirious from pain meds. I kept my face straight though and listened as they continued. 
 
    “Well after we called 911 and they showed up to coordinate the search,” Sam picked up, “I had posted the license plate photo on Facebook, like I said, with an emergency help request. Everybody’s on the thing twenty-four-seven, I figured we might as well use it. Thankfully a few sightings led the police to predict the route Abigail was taking would lead to the beach. We started the search at the nearest beach access to the last van sighting. The dogs were given your scent and the scent from the area where the van had parked. We had no luck during the first two hours so the police decided to try some of the more remote access points. At the last one, only one set of vehicle tracks were in the sand, and they were pretty fresh. We found the van soon after and let the dogs take it from there.” 
 
    “I’d like to kiss those dogs,” I said. 
 
    “We could finally see you lying on the ground and it looked like Abigail was getting ready to hit you with something. Griff took off running like he was back on the track team, the sheriff right on his heels yelling at him to stay back. Everything happened fast and by the time I got to you, well, Abigail wasn’t a threat anymore. The sheriff kept insisting he needed to get your statement but Griff refused to allow it, saying you needed rest and a doctor and food before anything else. I think he may have threatened to call Dad if the sheriff bothered you before nine this morning.” 
 
    “Griffin was beside himself thinking he was somehow responsible for getting you hurt. That poor boy wouldn’t even eat the cookies I offered him after we had been searching for hours,” Gladys shook her head sadly. 
 
    “Why would Griff think it was his fault?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    “Because it kind of was,” a gruff voice spoke from the doorway and we all turned. Griffin stood there, disheveled, with sand clinging to some of his clothes, dark stubble covering his normally clean-shaven face. 
 
    “Griffin!” Sam stood and dusted off some of her brother’s clothes. “Did you not go home to shower and sleep?” 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep.” 
 
    “Sam, why don’t you and I step out and find that tea for Piper?” Gladys nodded toward the hospital corridor. 
 
    “Fine. Piper, we will be right back,” she assured me. 
 
    “Griffin, you can come in,” I told him when he made no move past the door frame. 
 
    “Piper, I’m so sorry. How are you doing?” he asked pulling a chair closer to the bed. 
 
    “I’m fine. Truly. Just some scrapes and a couple of stitches on my head. The doctor said I didn’t even sustain a concussion.” I rubbed my wrists self-consciously, hoping the dark and ugly bruising would disappear as fast as my paychecks usually did. 
 
    “That’s great to hear. I can’t believe Abigail took you. I’ve never been so scared in my life.” 
 
    “Thanks, Griff.” Warmth that had nothing to do with the hospital blankets stole up my neck and I hoped he didn’t notice the blush. “Maybe you can fill in some blanks for me though. Starting with why in the world you think any of this is your fault.” 
 
    A nurse came in to check some things on the machine next to my bed and Griffin shifted uncomfortably in the chair until she left. 
 
    Clearing his throat, he said, “Abigail has always been very friendly to me, maybe overly-friendly, but I thought it was because she assisted Mother. I had no idea she was so delusional or I never would have asked her advice. You see, after that incredibly cute phone call when you were flipping out over what to wear to the spa…” 
 
    “I was not flipping out,” I crossed my arms over my stomach. 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” he smirked. “Well, after that I wanted to get you a present that would make you more excited about your wardrobe. I got Gladys to go through your clothes to find out your size after you got to the spa. And then you sounded so sad in your text about how your dress had been messed up, so I thought a new dress would be perfect.” 
 
    “Wait! Do you mean that Gladys was in my room that day when she denied it? Why didn’t you ask Sam?” 
 
    “Please, give me some credit. I know my sister and she doesn’t keep any secrets from you. There was no way I was letting her ruin my surprise.” 
 
    To be fair, that made complete sense. I nodded, then winced as I received a kick from one of the many ponies prancing on my brain.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” Griff asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Anyway, after Gladys got the information for me on your size, I asked Abigail where a nice place to buy a dress was. Being Mother’s assistant, I knew she would have all of the information on what stores would be the best places to shop. I wanted the dress to be perfect. I didn’t know that by asking her I would be pushing her crazy button and setting her on some jealous rampage.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” I rubbed my forehead. “The first note I received was at the bakery before I called Sam about what to pack.” 
 
    “Yes, Sam told me about the notes. When I asked her about places to buy the type of dress I wanted, she told me it was heartless of me to get your hopes up by flirting with you in the bakery and then buying you gifts. She said that my mother would never approve of you and that I should set my sights on someone more worthwhile. She must have already been angry about hearing me talk to you at the bakery a few days before. When I asked about the dress, it was like rubbing salt in a wound that I didn’t know existed.” Griff rubbed his palms down his face and sighed. “I made it abundantly clear that who I did or did not have a relationship with was neither my mother’s business nor her business and then I left without a store recommendation. I think that was enough to send her into some kind of spiral and unleash her jealous rage on you and for that, I am so sorry.” 
 
    “Griff, you could never have guessed she would react violently. You’ve never led her on. Why didn’t you just tell Abigail that you and I were friends?” 
 
    Griffin reached for my hand. “Piper, I don’t think…” He was interrupted by an abrupt rap on the door. 
 
    Sheriff Kent stepped inside. “Good morning, Miss Rivers. I need to take your statement. This young man convinced me to let you rest last night, but I really have to get it from you now.” 
 
    “Of course, Sheriff. I understand,” I told him. “Thank you for waiting.” 
 
    Griff squeezed my hand. “We’ll talk later, Piper.” Shaking hands with the sheriff, Griff excused himself and left. I hoped he was going home to rest and shower; he looked in worse shape than I felt. 
 
    Sheriff Kent opted to stand when I invited him to sit. 
 
    “Won’t take but a minute,” he insisted. 
 
    I took a drink from my water glass, wondering where Sam and Gladys were with that tea, and then started at the beginning with the note at the bakery. 
 
    ~ 
 
    “You saw Miss Abigail Fletcher was about to strike you with the broken bottle we found. Where did the weapon come from that she was stabbed with? Did you take it from her?” 
 
    Sam and Gladys had returned in the course of the sheriff’s questions, remaining quietly at the door so as not to interrupt. Sam had to cover her chuckle and walk away when I answered this last one. 
 
    “No, sir. The pocket knife is, was, my own. My father gave me my first knife when I was twelve to keep for self-defense.  I’ve carried one so long I quit thinking of it as a weapon and merely as a tool that was always on hand. I got into the habit of never being without one. The knife was clipped to the side of my bra because I didn’t have any pockets yesterday, there was nowhere else to put it. I couldn’t reach it when Abigail held me in the van but I finally got my hands free and grabbed it on the beach. I hope I never have to use one like that again.” I shivered. “But I think I should call Dad and tell him thank you.” 
 
    “No need to call,” Sam piped up. “Your parents are on their way here. Their flight lands in about two hours.” 
 
    Tears flooded my eyes. My friend, always determined to take care of me. “I don’t know what I would do without you,” I told her gratefully. 
 
    “Probably sit home and eat chocolate,” she told me in her matter-of-fact way. 
 
    “Okay, Miss Rivers,” the sheriff said as he closed his steno pad, “I think I have everything I need from you. You take care.” 
 
    The second the sheriff disappeared from the room, Sam burst out, “Piper! Did I hear you tell the sheriff you had a knife in your bra?” 
 
    “Yes. I had no pockets, where do you expect me to keep it? The summer after Landon was taken, my dad gave me a pocket knife and taught me some of the basics of self-defense. I’ll admit I let my lessons lapse and probably couldn’t tell you the difference between carrot and karate, but the habit of carrying some type of weapon never left.” 
 
    “Smart girl,” Gladys commented. 
 
    Sam, Gladys and I drank our tea and passed around the bag of dark chocolate chips until it was time for Sam to pick up my parents at the airport. 
 
    “By the way,” she said as she fished in her purse looking for her keys, “my mother is angry with you.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and leaned back into the pillows. “Your mother has never liked me, Sam. Why is today any different?” 
 
    “She says you cost her a perfectly good secretary and wants to know why they will not release Abigail after, and I quote ‘the little cat fight over my son’.” 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “Nope. You know Deidra, puts whatever spin she wants to on things. It has inconvenienced her so someone must be to blame. Lucky you, she can just add it to the list of ways you are destroying her perfect life.” 
 
    “Fine. Whatever.” It didn’t matter if it was ludicrous; Deidra Lowe was resolute when she made up her mind to something. 
 
    Keys in hand, Sam bent to give me a hug. “Back in a few,” she said to me. Then to Gladys, “Keep an eye on her okay?” 
 
    Gladys gave Sam a thumbs up. “You bet.” 
 
    It didn’t seem like very long at all before Sam was back with Mom and Dad. 
 
    “Oh! Piper, my goodness we would have come to visit without all this drama if you had called and invited us,” Mom joked with a twinkle in her eye as she hugged me tightly. 
 
    Dad, of course, brought his own bag and was steadily unpacking a stethoscope and pulling out the light to check my eyes for pupil constriction. 
 
    “No,” I told him. 
 
    “Honey, I just want to see…” 
 
    “No, Dad. I’m fine. Put it away.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Nope,” I folded my arms across my chest. Mom slapped at his hand. Mumbling he repacked his doctor bag and moved it to the floor. 
 
    “We can’t tell you how happy we are you are okay,” Dad told me as he kissed my forehead like he had been doing since I was a little kid. “Can we get you anything?” 
 
    My stomach growled. “Yes. Lunch. Go find someone who can release me. Stat.” I smiled. 
 
    “On it,” Dad grinned and I knew I would be out in minutes. 
 
    “I’m going to make sure he doesn’t make anyone cry,” my mom chuckled, following him from the room. My heart filled at the sight of the love the two still shared. 
 
    We decided to order pizza and eat at my apartment; I hadn’t showered yet and was not ready to go out in public. Gladys offered to drive me and my parents to my apartment while Sam picked up the pizza. Sam left first and Gladys followed to pull her car around to the front of the hospital. I leaned my head back again. I hated to admit how tired I really felt. 
 
    The sound of the door opening was a relief. “It’s about time. It took you a whole three minutes to get me released Dad,” I taunted, smirking just a little. 
 
    “It is about time, Piper; how right you are,” a wheezy voice rasped. 
 
    I sat straight up, heart racing. Abigail, with an IV drip and some type of monitor handcuffed to her wrist, leaned against the door frame. After she caught her breath she half-walked and half-leaned on the rolling machine, coming towards my bed. 
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    I couldn’t believe it.  
 
    Would this nightmare never end?  
 
    Abigail bumped into the end of the bed, jostling my bag of chocolate chips from their hiding place. As they scattered across the room, my fear fled as well. I was fed up with this crazy woman. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I screamed at her. “That is the last time you ruin my chocolate.” I chunked the tv remote at her head.  
 
    She ducked, losing her balance and the machine tilted. I kept throwing things. Pillows, magazines, finally I tossed my water cup at her. The liquid sloshed in a puddle at her feet and Abigail finally went down, hitting the footboard on her way. The machine crashed onto her head and she lay still. I watched in horror as blood slowly soaked through her hospital gown, her stab wound having been reopened. 
 
    I considered getting up to check on her but decided against it. No way I wanted to be close to her again. Dad entered the room at that moment, all smiles, trailed by Mom and my attending nurse. The nurse saw the crumpled woman on my floor and yelled into the hallway for help. Dad for once stood flabbergasted but Mom practically vaulted the mess on the floor, stepping in the visitor chair and over the nurse, to get to my side. 
 
    The nurse looked up at us, removing her fingers from Abigail’s wrist. “She’s…dead.” 
 
    It turns out, Abigail’s neck had been broken, snapped on the footboard during the fall and killing her instantly. 
 
    A blur of activity followed.  
 
    Dad sprinted from the room to catch up with the sheriff whom he had seen at the nurse’s station on the floor below while having me released.  
 
    The sheriff, of course, had to come and take more statements from me. “Well, Miss Rivers. It looks like we won’t have to worry about a trial after all. Clearly, this death was accidental and in self-defense. I may have a few more questions when I finish up the paperwork but for now, I hope you can begin to recover and find some peace.” 
 
    By the time we arrived at my apartment, Sam had been waiting for about fifteen minutes. Giving her a giant hug, I went straight to the shower without speaking, leaving my parents to explain everything that had happened after she left the hospital.  
 
    I showered and dressed in the softest sweater I owned and some thick cotton pajama pants, feeling almost human again. My wrists were still pretty sore but I felt like they would heal quickly.  
 
    The tough part would be erasing the gory images of Abigail’s body being removed from the hospital floor and zipped into a black body bag. 
 
    When I joined everyone in the living room, Gladys was there as well. She had come over to check on if I was settling in ok. Sam and my parents insisted she stay for pizza. She had, after all, been crucial in finding me. Dad also insisted on checking my pupils but didn’t push any further than that. They asked if I was up to talking about why Abigail was so determined to hurt me and so I filled in all the details of Abigail’s delusions and my stalker notes at the spa for Mom and Dad as we ate. 
 
    “Thanks, Dad,” I told him when I finished. “If it hadn’t been for you insisting that I carry that knife years ago who knows if I would have made it off of that beach last night.” 
 
    “You are tough,” Mom said. “You would have found a way. I’m so glad Samantha’s brother and the sheriff got there so quickly yesterday. I’m so sorry we left you alone in the hospital room today for that, that psycho to try again.” 
 
    “Tell me about this Griffin though,” Dad said as he crossed his arms. “Is there something we should know? This Abigail woman seemed pretty convinced you were standing between her and her fairytale prince.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Griffin is Sam’s brother, Dad. You know that. He was looking out for me just like he looks out for his sister.” 
 
    Gladys choked on her water. I shot her a dirty look behind my parents’ backs; no need for Gladys to interject her own crazy theories about Griff and me here either. 
 
    Sam’s phone rang, cutting off the glaring contest between me and Gladys. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said as she left the room to answer the call. 
 
    There were a few moments of quiet as we each chewed on our pizza and reflected on our own thoughts. Sam returned to the room rather quickly, placing the phone back on the side table as she plopped down on the sofa. 
 
    “Piper, that was Pastor Dan. He called to check on you and to invite us and your family to a small dinner tonight.” 
 
    “That was sweet of him,” I smiled. 
 
    “He feels so bad that we missed out on the last day of our spa stay and said the least they could do is hold a dinner to celebrate you being found quickly and safely. I told him what happened and that I wasn’t sure if you would be up to it.” 
 
    “Mom? Dad? Would you like to join us for dinner this evening on Pastor Dan’s invitation?” I asked my parents. 
 
    “That would be wonderful,” Mom responded for them both. 
 
    “I think we should go,” I told Sam. “It will be good to get my mind off of things.” 
 
    “Great,” Sam said. “I’ll send him a message after we finish this pizza.” 
 
    My parents insisted on heading to a hotel so that I could take a nap. I’m not going to lie, a nap sounded perfect so I didn’t even argue; I hugged them both and arranged for Gladys to pick them up on her way to dinner at the church that evening since the hotel was closest to her. 
 
    Sam promised to come back and pick me up later. Everyone was insistent I shouldn’t overdo it and they evidently considered driving to be on the list of things that were too stressful for me right now. I supposed I should probably be annoyed or frustrated with them but all I felt was loved and blessed. I tossed the pizza boxes into the recycle bin, washed my hands and then escaped to my bedroom as the door closed behind the last of my guests. 
 
    I didn’t sleep for nearly as long as I expected that I would. I managed to take around a thirty-minute nap but was wide awake after that. Perhaps it was being home after so many days away. Maybe it was relishing the feeling of being alive and free and safe. Whatever it was, I felt like it would be a shame to waste another second in bed.  
 
    I got up and tidied my little apartment. I noticed my duffle tucked beside the couch; Sam or Gladys must have brought it home for me. The thought made me smile and I picked it up, carrying it to the laundry nook where I began to separate lights and darks. The ruined white dress wasn’t a part of the contents for which I was happy. I don’t care if someone threw it away, I definitely had no plans to salvage and wear it again. My beautiful new silver dress was also missing. A pang shot through my chest; I was saddened that I hadn’t even worn it yet. Maybe I could ask the staff tonight after dinner if someone had found it.  
 
    Once I had the first load of clothes started my energy began to fade but I had the perfect solution for that. Cookies! 
 
    There was a new bar cookie idea that had been tapping at the back of my head recently; today, I would try it out. I stood on tiptoe, stretching to reach the large blue mixing bowl on the second shelf of my cabinet. The other supplies I gathered from various places in the kitchen. For the ingredients, I grabbed flour, butter, eggs, brown sugar, cream of tartar, baking soda, hazelnut extract, dark chocolate, coconut flakes, and pecans. 
 
    I breathed in the delicious scent of melted butter and sugar with the hazelnut extract as I added the eggs and creamed it all together.  
 
    The dry ingredients were next. With each thing I put into the bowl, the stress slowly eased from my neck and my thoughts centered on the mixture right in front of me; everything else drifted away.  
 
    A bit of the dark chocolate went into the batter, the rest I sprinkled on the top of the bars in thick layers so it would melt over everything while they baked. I garnished with the pecans and coconut flakes and popped it into a three-hundred-fifty-degree oven. 
 
    Ding-dong. My doorbell rang just over an hour later. I went to open it, stopping to check the peephole for the first time in ages, obviously I was still shaken up, and smiled to see Sam on my doorstep. 
 
    “You’re early,” I greeted. 
 
    “Yep. And you’ve been baking, I can smell it.” 
 
    Grinning, I led the way to the kitchen. 
 
    “Just a little something to tide us over until the dinner tonight,” I told her. “Here try one, they should be plenty cool by now.” I grabbed a butter knife from the drawer and cut two bars from the pan. 
 
    Sam bit into the sample I handed her and closed her eyes. 
 
    She licked her lips before declaring, “Love it!” We finished off the ooey-gooey bars and I placed two more on a plate to carry to the living room. 
 
    “I was thinking of calling them Chocoloconut Bars. I’m glad you like them.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? They are scrumptious!” 
 
    “What’s in the bag?” I asked pointing at the bag Sam had deposited in the door of the living room when we passed by on the way to the kitchen. 
 
    She picked up the bag and pulled out my beautiful silver dress. “This got packed up with my things. I thought you should wear it tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you, I was afraid it had been lost.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I brought my dress, too, so we can just get ready here.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I sat down gingerly on the couch and pulled up the guide on the tv. “Until then, what do you want to watch?” 
 
    Two and a half episodes of Cupcake Wars later, Sam stretched. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, “let’s get moving or we’ll never be ready to go.” 
 
    I watched with a bit of awe and a bit of apprehension as Sam pulled gadget after brush after tube out of her magic bag. 
 
    “That is way more than just a dress,” I pointed out sarcastically. 
 
    “Yeah well, we missed our last spa day so for tonight we get the works. Come on, it’ll be fun; like playing dress up when we were girls.” 
 
    “I never played dress up.” 
 
    “No time like the present,” Sam retorted. 
 
    I gave in, as she knew I would. Sam plugged in a few things and laid them on the coffee table. I hit play again. If she was going to straighten or curl or who knows what to my hair right here in the living room, then I might as well be entertained. I tried to ignore the sounds of my hair sizzling. 
 
    Next, Sam sat down in front of me and spread all of the makeup products from every department store known to man on the coffee table. At least that’s how many it looked like to me. “No. No to that, that and this,” I said pointing to cherry red lipstick, something that looked like pink chalk dust, and what might have been a blue map pencil right away. 
 
    “Piper…” Sam pouted. 
 
    “Just use something light, no crazy club make-up. It’s not like I’m going to this dinner to impress anyone.” 
 
    “Okay, fine.” 
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    We pulled up in the dining hall parking lot, with Sam avoiding the main spa parking lot out front, and I could see Gladys and my parents waiting by the entrance. As I stepped out of the small Juke, I smoothed wrinkles from my dress with both hands. I took a deep breath, in and out, and then reached for my small clutch that held my phone and tissues and a thin wallet. 
 
    I looked up to find Sam watching me, her normally smooth face etched with soft concern, eyes sharp. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I reassured her. “What’s on the menu tonight anyway?” 
 
    We linked arms and made our way to the small group at the door, Pastor Dan and his wife Nora had joined the others. I was squished into a giant group hug by both of my parents the moment I stepped next to them. 
 
    “Gosh guys, you just saw me a few hours ago,” I laughed to take the bite out of the words and hugged them back. 
 
    Pastor Dan was next. 
 
    “Piper, I’m so glad you and Samantha were able to make it tonight. And it is wonderful to meet your parents. Allow me to introduce my wife, this is Nora.” 
 
    “Hello, Nora,” I shook her hand and was pulled into another bear hug. 
 
    “Well hi, honey,” Nora beamed a million-watt smile, “let’s get you in here and find some food, what do you say?” 
 
    “I say, lead the way,” I told the sweet woman. Pastor Dan absolutely glowed when he looked at her; they made a great match. 
 
    The dining hall was quiet this evening. I noticed a long table was set with ten places. 
 
    “Who else is coming?” I whispered to Sam as we pulled our chairs out. 
 
    “Here, let me get that for you.” 
 
    I whirled at the voice so close to me, toppling in the heels Sam had insisted I borrow. I would have fallen had Griff not caught my wrist and righted me.  
 
    “Don’t sneak up on people,” I snapped. 
 
    Griff quirked one eyebrow at me and smirked, his demeanor back to normal. He had gone home to shower finally and his face was shaven smooth once again. He seemed lighter, happier than he had been during his visit to my hospital room. 
 
    “You look good,” I blurted out. “I mean, better; you look better, cleaner.” In my head, I yelled at myself shut up, shut up, shut up Piper, just sit down and be quiet for goodness sakes. 
 
    Griff smiled as he held my chair out and pushed it in for me as I sat down, trying to calm my rapid heartbeat. I lied and told myself it was only because he startled me as I unfolded my napkin to fan my face a bit before spreading it in my lap. 
 
    “You look good too, Piper. I’m glad to see you wore the dress” Griff murmured, breath warm against my ear, before casually hugging his sister and taking a seat on the opposite side of the table. 
 
    Some shuffling chairs caught my attention and I saw Pastor Dan stand to receive the last guests. Beside me, Sam cleared her throat. 
 
    “Remember when you asked who all was coming? Surprise…Pastor Dan invited my parents to be here also.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” was all I could say, especially after Sam had already told me that her mother was more upset with me than usual. 
 
    “I’m sure it will be fine,” Sam spoke but we both knew she was fibbing. 
 
    Mayor Gregory Lowe and the first lady Deidra greeted the pastor and his wife, shaking hands and air kissing cheeks respectively.  
 
    Sam and I stood as her parents approached our side of the table. “That is a lovely dress, Samantha,” Deidra said as she held Sam at arms-length and literally inspected her. “Red looks wonderful on you, except those horrid streaks in your hair, of course.” 
 
    “Of course, Mother. Thank you for letting me know,” Sam rolled her eyes as she hugged her mom and then smiled brightly at her dad. “And how are you, Dad?” 
 
    “Numbers are looking good,” he said brightly. Mayor Lowe had a one-track mind. Politics. Never suspecting his daughter was simply asking about his general well-being, he launched into the latest updates from the office and pole statistics as he pulled out Sam’s chair for her to be seated. Deidra skirted around me as if I had the plague and followed her husband to the other side of Sam. 
 
    I looked up and saw that Griff had witnessed the snub. His brow creased and a scowl flashed across his face before he schooled his features. He caught my glance and I rolled my eyes, tilting my own nose in the air as I resumed my seat with an exaggerated air of snobbishness. I smiled and winked, letting Griff know I’m not hurt by his mother’s actions. I have to look away, unnerved and a little breathless, as he smiled and continued to hold my eyes. 
 
    Thank goodness, I spotted the servers bringing out plates of food and sigh in relief. Noticing, Sam gave me an odd look. 
 
    “Hungry,” I told her, not caring if she believed me. 
 
    “Pardon me, friends,” Pastor Dan cleared his throat, standing up at the head of the table on my right. “I want to take a moment to thank Samantha and Piper again for the hard work and creativity they put forth to raise money for Breaking Chains. For those who aren’t aware, the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery raised over $8,300 for this mission. A true blessing. And now if you will bow your heads, I will ask the blessing over our beautiful meal this evening.” 
 
    Bowing my head, I let the pastor’s prayer flow over me, calming me truly for the first time that evening. “Our heavenly Father,” he began, “we thank you for Samantha and Piper and each of the amazing businesses in our community who gave of their hearts and their profits to help others in need. Father God, we thank you for your protection over Piper this week and ask that you heal and comfort her as the days continue. Heavenly Father, we ask that each dollar donated to this mission will be used according to your divine will to bring the most relief and help to free and prevent victims of human trafficking. You love each of those people as you love us, please help them to see and to know that. Thank you for allowing us this delicious meal and the company of friends and family. We ask that you use it to increase our health and strength that we may continue to share your love with others. It is in your son Jesus’s name we pray. Amen.” 
 
    A chorus of “amen” echoed Pastor Dan as he sat again at the table. “Dig in!”  
 
    You don’t have to tell me twice. Garlic grilled pork chops. Yum. Crispy, seasoned sweet potato fries. Delish. Fried green beans. Finger-licking good. Cheesy Grits. Yes, please. My plate was loaded with one of everything and two of a few. 
 
    “It’s been ages since I’ve had fried green beans,” I told Sam as I popped another one in my mouth, relishing the satisfying crunch. 
 
    “Me too,” Sam agreed. “Probably in Seville during college was the last time, on one of our TGI Friday nights.”  
 
    I think there was also a nice healthy salad somewhere on the table but I was avoiding it. 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    “What,” Sam asked, eyes widening in alarm and whipping her head around to see what had caught my sight. 
 
    “There is dessert,” I moaned. “I already ate so much food and now they bring dessert. I’m going to have to sleep under the table, no way I’ll be able to walk out of here after all this food.” 
 
    Sam rolled her eyes and slapped me on the shoulder. “Don’t do that. You made me think Abigail came back from the dead or something. It’s just dessert, suck it up or don’t eat it.” 
 
    “Are we even friends? Why would you suggest something monstrous like not eating dessert?” I inched my chair away from Sam, fighting back my grin. 
 
    “Lunatic,” she muttered under her breath as she speared her last bite of pork chop on the end of her fork and my grin split wide open. 
 
    As the server sat the dessert in front of Pastor Dan, I nonchalantly wiped the drool off of my bottom lip. Okay. Not really. But it looked so delicious that drool was a dangerous possibility, I promise. The aroma of rich chocolate assailed my nose. All thoughts of being full vanished as I stared at the four-tier chocolate cake like a lion staring at a gazelle.  
 
    Pastor Dan handed the cutting knife to Nora, “Would you do the honors, my dear?” 
 
    Nora sliced a generous portion of cake and sat it on a small white plate, a stack of which the server had left. Pastor Dan added a clean fork to the plate and passed it down the table. I whimpered, just a little, when Sam took it from me and kept passing it down to the end. She and I really needed to talk about this politeness thing, I decided, she might be taking it too far. 
 
    Gladys declined her slice of cake. Rubbing her belly, she excused herself. 
 
    “I’m afraid I overdid it. If nobody minds, I think I’m going to go on home to bed.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Gladys. I can take Piper’s parents back to their hotel when we finish up here,” Sam insisted. 
 
    Finally, I received a slice of cake that Sam didn’t whisk away from me. Each of the four layers was separated by a chocolate and a vanilla buttercream frosting. Chocolate chips were sprinkled throughout the cake like hidden gems inside a mountain. The chocolate curls decorating the top of the cake held their shape better than my hair. It was a masterpiece. 
 
    Talk turned to pleasant subjects during dessert. Pastor Dan and Nora were curious about my parents. 
 
    “Where did you say you live Robert?” he asked my father. 
 
    “Our home is in Jenner Falls, Alabama now. However, we have been traveling across the Western side of the states for the past three months, early retirement or sabbatical – whatever you want to call it, and so California is where we flew in from when Sam called us about Piper being in the hospital.” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to see the Redwood National Forest,” Nora spoke with a smile. “Has that been a part of your trip?” 
 
    “Yes, it is breathtaking,” Mom said. “We even got in the long line of tourists to drive through the tree where you can get your picture made. Here, I probably have it on my phone somewhere.” 
 
    Seeing his opening while Pastor Dan and Nora were engaged, my dad latched onto Griff’s shoulder and began grilling him. 
 
    I slid lower in my seat as my stomach churned; I knew it was inevitable but I had hoped Dad would forget about the rumors of Griff and me for just a little while. Even chocolate cake couldn’t make this type of embarrassment disappear. 
 
    “Tell me, Greg was it, do you have a job?” 
 
    “It’s Griffin, sir. I have a career I enjoy immensely yes.” 
 
    “Do you plan to tell me about it or should I guess?” 
 
    Oh gosh. My face bloomed scarlet and my temper built like a shaken coke bottle. 
 
    “Dad stop it!” I hissed across the table. 
 
    “Now Piper, don’t be upset. I can’t get to know the man if I don’t ask questions, now can I?” 
 
    “You aren’t trying to get to know him. You are being a pompous…” 
 
    “Piper,” Griff cut me off in a gentle tone, drawing my gaze to his. “It is perfectly fine. I would be happy to answer any question your father has for me.” 
 
    “You see,” Dad shrugged, playing up the wide-eyed innocent look. 
 
    “I could stand to stretch my legs, Robert. Would you care to join me?” And just like that Griff and my Dad strolled from the room toward the French doors spilling onto the porch. 
 
    “I need more cake,” I said to no one person in particular. 
 
    Pastor Dan slid me the whole platter, a twinkle lighting his eyes and betraying his amusement. 
 
    I did not eat the whole cake. I thought about it but only split one more slice with Sam. Unable to take the suspense any longer when Dad and Griff didn’t return, I excused myself from the table and set out to find them. I would have to put a stop to the interrogation myself. 
 
    The sound of laughter floated to me as I opened the French doors of the dining hall. Light splashed onto the dark porch and illuminated an odd sight, one that had all new butterflies flitting around my stomach. Dad and Griffin sat in rocking chairs. Dad was slapping his knee, laughing at Griffin who was evidently telling a story, with enough waving of his hands for a game of charades. 
 
    I stepped onto the porch, shivering slightly as the cool breeze rolled in off of the ocean and small chill bumps jumped to attention on my arms. Dad stood when he saw me. At that moment, the French doors opened again and most of our group spilled out behind me. All except Robert and Deidra Lowe. 
 
    “Where are your parents?” I asked Sam as she stopped next to me. 
 
    “They left through the other doors. Their driver was waiting on them.” 
 
    “We thought we should be getting back to the hotel. It’s been a long day and I’m ready to get some sleep.” Mom hugged me, “I’m sure you could use more rest also.” 
 
    “I’ll drive Piper home, Sam,” Griff spoke as he and my dad joined us. 
 
    I cringed, waiting for Dad’s objection and smart comments. None came. Kissing me on the forehead, he took Mom’s hand and they followed Samantha to her yellow Juke. I smiled. I had seen my parents discreetly drop funds into the donation box, the dining hall didn’t charge per plate, and was sure that Pastor Dan would be quite surprised when he got around to counting it. 
 
    Only Pastor Dan and Nora remained. 
 
    “Thank you so much for this beautiful evening,” I told them. Grasping Nora’s hands, I squeezed. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Nora. Pastor Dan,” I turned to shake his hand, “please give my compliments to the chef. That was one of the most delicious meals I’ve had in weeks.” 
 
    “I will do that. You two have a nice evening. I think Nora and I are going to lock up and then there is a cup of cocoa calling my name at home.” 
 
    Griff hugged Dan and Nora, too. I ambled towards his silver truck, drinking in the cool night air. My eyes drank in the reflection of the moon on the ocean, my ears sighed at the lulling sound of waves pounding a slow rhythm. I leaned against the side of the cab, just gazing at the landscape.  
 
    All of the magnificence came rushing over me at once and I was so grateful that it was still a source of healing and calming feelings. On the beach last night with Abigail, I was afraid the ocean would lose its magic, that I might associate it with danger or fear but there were none of those feelings. Those were only for Abigail and, with her gone, they were quickly disappearing. I said a quick prayer of thanks for my protection and for the spectacular reminder the ocean gave of the power of my Creator.  
 
    Griff had caught up with me and now leaned past to open the truck door. I took the hand he offered to help me in, settling my small fingers in his warm palm, and hiked my dress up to make the big step up into the cab. Griff stood for an extra second and I thought he would say something but he closed the door and walked around to the driver’s side. I smoothed down my dress and buckled my seatbelt. 
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    We drove in silence for a time. I cranked the heater on to banish the remaining chill bumps and Griff laughed. 
 
    “Sorry, I guess I should have bought you a jacket or something to go with that,” he said. 
 
    I shook my head, “No. It’s perfect.” 
 
    “I’m also sorry about my parents. I can’t understand why they insist on being rude to you.” 
 
    “Griff, stop apologizing. You didn’t do anything wrong. You have been apologizing since I was in the hospital and there is no reason. You didn’t hurt me. You didn’t know Abigail was a nutcase. You can’t control the weather or your parents. You have been kind to me. You helped find me. You made sure I had rest. You bought me this amazing gift. You’ve been a great friend. You are pretty incredible if you think about it.” Great, good job, excellent way to ramble Piper, I thought, nearly face-palming myself right then; I felt so stupid. 
 
    Griff glanced over at me, then back at the road but I saw his smirk return, “You’re right. I’m awesome. It took you long enough to notice though.” 
 
    “Ha-ha, very funny,” I joked, slapping him on the shoulder. 
 
    Griff put on the blinker and turned left into the parking lot for my apartment complex. We sat in silence a few moments after he parked. 
 
    “Let me walk you to the door,” Griff spoke first. 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” I slid from the truck and was making my way barefoot across the gravel, having removed my heels the moment we drove away from dinner. I cringed. I hated the feel of the rocks and grit on my feet; still, there was no way I was putting those painful shoes back on. Disgusting feet were the lesser of the two evils at this point. 
 
    All of a sudden, the rocks digging into my skin were no more, the earth disappeared from beneath my feet as Griff scooped me up and carried me straight to my apartment. My arms flew to his neck as I tried to orient myself to this new sensation. He bent and slowly placed me on my feet on the welcome mat that read “Got Chocolate?” in a curly font. 
 
    My clutch was minuscule yet, for some reason, finding my keys inside of it was a task I was utterly failing at. Swallowing my heart back down from my throat, I unlocked the door. 
 
    “Would you like to come in?” I asked. 
 
    “I would. There’s something I’ve been wanting to talk to you about.” 
 
    I gulped. “Oh. Okay.” 
 
    I flipped on the lights and placed my clutch on the side table in the hall. “Make yourself at home,” I pointed to the living room door. “I’ll be right back after I go change.” 
 
    I made my way down the short hall to my bedroom, closing the door behind me. My inner monologue couldn’t decide what to wear and my headache was starting to come back. So tired, just grab pajamas. No. No this is not a sleepover, no pajamas. Hurry, find something cute. Seriously? What is your problem Piper; just put on some clothes and get out there so Griff can tell you how embarrassed he is that Abigail thought you liked him and he can go home and you can go to bed. And stay there. Possibly forever. 
 
    I stepped out of my gorgeous silver dress, placing it on the bed to hang up later. I settled on soft tan yoga pants and a pale purple t-shirt, the soft kind that are perfect for sleeping. Finding some fuzzy socks, my feet were probably dirty from the parking lot but oh well, I sidled into the kitchen to snag two water bottles before joining Griff in the living room. 
 
    Griff was pacing. Great, whatever it was must be really bad. I handed him a water and sat down in my cozy armchair. 
 
    “Look,” I decided to beat him to the punch, “I know everything Abigail said and did probably caused a big stir with your parents. I’m very sorry. They already think I’m ruining Sam’s life and now they probably see me as a greedy fortune-hunter coming after you next. I don’t know how to fix it and I’m very sorry but don’t worry, I’ll be sure to let everyone know we are just friends. Or really, that you just came to find me because I’m your sister’s friend. I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    Griff stood staring at me like I had lost my mind. After several awkward seconds, he recovered himself and sat down on the couch, leaning towards me. “Piper. That isn’t what I was going to say at all.” 
 
    “It isn’t?” I squeaked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So, you didn’t want to talk about the mess Abigail started.” I had made the terrible decision to look at several Facebook posts on the way home. One of them was our very own Missy with the local news reporting the death of a “fine and upstanding citizen in her prime.” Other less scrupulous media personnel were spinning a “Cat Fight Over Bachelor Golden Boy Results in Tragic Death” story on several of the more salacious sites. Evidently “Kidnapper is Killed” wasn’t as good for clicks and ratings. I assumed, wrongly I guess, that Griff was getting flak from his parents and wanted to discuss what to do about them. 
 
    “Well I do but none of that was what I wanted to say.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m listening.” 
 
    Griffin took a deep breath and said, “First of all, I couldn’t care less about all of the rumors and gossip. None of that matters. What I wanted to tell you is that I thought I felt protective of you, my sister’s best friend, a younger sister type of thing. I told myself that was why I felt this desperate push to find you.” He shook his head, running a hand through his dark hair absently. “The truth is, that isn’t how I feel at all and the longer you were missing the less I could deny it. I don’t think of you as my sister’s friend. I don’t even think of you as just my friend. Piper, my feelings for you go much deeper than that and I think I’ve known it for a while now. I didn’t want to admit it. I doubt you feel the same way and I don’t want to make things awkward between you and Samantha because you are so good for her.” 
 
    I gaped. Like a fish. Mouth open, close, open, close. I had no words, heck at this point thoughts were proving difficult. 
 
    Griff didn’t wait for a response anyway. “Piper, you’re amazing. You are confident, capable, beautiful, kind, just mean enough to keep me on my toes, stubborn in the most adorable way. It wrecked me when you went missing. It nearly killed me that you were in danger because of me. And most of all, I was scared to death I would miss out on any chance of telling you how I feel.” 
 
     “Listen,” he knelt down in front of me and reached for my hand. “I know it is a lot to take in. I probably shouldn’t have sprung it on you right now but I wanted you to know. Needed you to know.” 
 
    I know, I know. By now you would think I could formulate intelligent sentences or even a bumbling bit of conversation. Instead, I heard myself say “Griff…wow…” 
 
    Knock, knock, knock. 
 
    Three sharp raps sounded at the door, causing us both to jump. 
 
    Griff dropped my hand. The moment was broken. 
 
    “That’s, uh, probably Sam,” I said. Griff followed me to the door, whether out of protective notions or to clobber his sister for interrupting I couldn’t guess. Both thoughts made me want to giggle in a completely giddy, absolutely unacceptable way right now. 
 
    Regardless, I didn’t check the peephole because I felt perfectly safe with him there behind me. 
 
    Swinging the door wide, I experience my second round of speechlessness in less than fifteen minutes. 
 
    “Piper?” the tanned, muscled guy on my doorstep asked. 
 
    “Hi?” my brain was running on less than optimum speed at this point in the evening. I tried to place this sandy-haired stranger and come up with a plausible reason for him to be at my door at this time of evening. 
 
    “Piper, it’s me, It’s Landon.”  
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    Saturday Afternoon 
 
    I rubbed the raised chill bumps on my arms. It was June. On the beach. On the beach in the south to be specific. It wasn’t even close to cold outside, but still, I shivered. I couldn’t stop thinking of that poor man. Dead. Murdered? I didn’t know for sure, yet the police intended to investigate all possibilities. 
 
    I had given my statement to the deputy on the porch, followed in close succession by Sam and Landon. The questions had been brief and my responses even more so:  
 
    
Did you know the victim? No.  
 
    Did you bake the desserts? Yes.  
 
    Did you serve the victim Peanut Butter Pie? No, we were out.  
 
    How did he get Peanut Butter Pie then? I don’t know.  
 
    Did you have any reason to harm the victim? No.  
 
    Did you see the victim arguing with anyone? No. 
 
      
 
    The deputy told each of us not to leave The Cove’s Cabins in case the police had any more questions. Landon made his way towards the rolling surf. Sam and I followed. 
 
    “Landon,” I put a hand on his arm. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes. No. I don’t know,” he shook his head. 
 
    “You said that man was your boss. What was his name?” I knew sometimes it helped to talk through things. I also felt more than a bit of curiosity at Landon's involvement with Breaking Chains. He certainly hadn’t mentioned it, not that we’d had a lot of time to chat since he turned up. 
 
    “Arthur. Arthur Cole was his name.” 
 
    “So, you worked for Breaking Chains?” Sam asked the obvious question for us both. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not an office employee or anything, but my team reported to Arthur.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” I squeezed his arm. 
 
    “That’s the thing,” Landon rubbed his jaw. “I didn’t even like the guy. Don’t get me wrong, he seemed like a good boss and I learned a lot from him. We weren’t exactly friends though. Breaking Chains is all about helping the victims but to Arthur, it was no more than a regular business. He didn’t have any real empathy or contact with the people we helped bring in off the streets. The only reason he even sat at my table was that he wanted to trade desserts with me.” 
 
    “Everybody has their strengths,” Sam said with a light tone. “Maybe Arthur only felt comfortable with his skills for the business end of things?” 
 
    “I guess,” Landon conceded. 
 
    A scream, high-pitched and terrified, had us each whipping our necks down the beach to the left. A few other people heard and jogged toward a woman who kept screaming and scuttled backward in the sand, like a crab, as fast as she could go. She tried to stand but couldn't seem to regain her footing. She kept crawling backward, her eyes never leaving something in the edge of the waves. 
 
    "You think she saw a jellyfish or a shark or something?" I asked. 
 
    That theory evaporated seconds later. 
 
    “A body!” someone near her called. “Get the police down here, there’s a body.” 
 
    “Sam, hurry and get the police,” I told her. Our group still huddled closest to the dining cabin and she could get there fastest. She sped toward the cabin and the officers taking statements. 
 
    I took off toward the frightened woman and the body. Don’t ask me why; I spent the whole minute it took to get there asking myself what in the world I thought I could do to help. I could hear Landon’s steps thudding behind me; with his longer stride, he soon he overtook me. 
 
    When we got close, we saw someone attempting CPR on a woman. The figure sprawled in front of us was too still, her ebony hair tangled with seaweed and dotted with sand. Up the shore a bit, the little round man who had led the prayer at lunch sat with the lady who sighted the body first. He talked softly and nodded, patting her arm every so often to try and comfort her. Given that the screaming stopped, I’d say he was doing a good job. 
 
    The man doing CPR rocked back on his heels, shaking his head in defeat. 
 
    I gasped at the first unimpeded sight of the woman’s face. I recognized her. 
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    Earlier in the Week 
 
      
 
    Knock, knock, knock. 
 
    Three sharp raps sounded at the door, causing us both to jump. 
 
    Griff and I were in my apartment. 
 
    He had driven me home after a dinner with Pastor Dan, the pastor’s wife, and our families at the spa. My mind still reeled from the unexpected turn our conversation had taken. I had invited him in, expecting him to make it clear after all of the rumors going around that I was a nice girl, his sister’s best friend, but nothing more to him. 
 
    Imagine my surprise when he knelt on my living room floor, telling me that he found me amazing, beautiful, kind, adorable (okay, he might have said ‘stubborn in an adorable way,’ but I’d take it) and saying he couldn’t wait another moment to tell me how he felt. 
 
    Knock, knock, knock. The knocking at the door grew a bit louder. 
 
    Griff dropped my hand. The moment shattered and vanished. I didn’t have time to process these new revelations, much less form any type of response. Saved by the door, or sabotaged, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    “That’s, uh, probably Sam,” I shot an apologetic look his way as I got up. 
 
    Griff followed me to the door, whether out of some new desire to protect me or simply to clobber his sister for interrupting, I couldn’t guess. Both thoughts made me want to giggle in a completely giddy, absolutely unacceptable way that made no sense right now. 
 
    I didn’t check the peephole before opening the door. Despite my recent trauma—being kidnapped and nearly killed by a woman who had lost her marbles and decided I was a threat to her fantasy future—I felt secure and safe with Griff there behind me. Besides, that woman was gone; she couldn’t hurt me anymore. 
 
    I never saw myself in need of a white knight, but having someone there with me felt good. Swinging the door wide, I experienced my second round of speechlessness in less than fifteen minutes. 
 
    “Piper?” the tanned, trim, muscular guy on my doorstep asked. 
 
    “Hi?” It came out as a question, my brain running on less than its optimum speed at this point in the evening. I tried to place this sandy-haired stranger and come up with a plausible reason for him to be at my door at this time of the evening, but I drew a blank. 
 
    “Piper, it’s me. It’s Landon.” 
 
    I clutched at my heart in shock as recognition dawned. Too stunned to resist, I just held on as Landon scooped me up in a huge hug and spun me around the doorstep. 
 
    “Piper, are you okay? I saw the news.” 
 
    “What? How are you here? What news?” 
 
    “I planned to surprise you. On the trip here to see you, I heard on the radio you were missing. Then the media said you had been kidnapped? The news showed no other headlines besides saying that someone was killed.” 
 
    “A trip to see me? How did you know where I lived? How did you find me?” 
 
    The words rushed like a raging waterfall as we pinged questions back and forth at each other. 
 
    “Piper.” Another voice crashed into the moment. 
 
    I turned, embarrassed at being so rude, and exclaimed, “Griff! Griff, I’m sorry, this is my friend from school. Landon, this is Griff. He’s…” I trailed off in awkwardness, dreadfully aware our important discussion had been interrupted. 
 
    “I was just leaving,” Griff finished. He turned to Landon. “Piper really needs her rest as you can imagine. Do you need me to give you a ride to a hotel?” Griff crossed his arms and spread his feet wide in front of my door. It became glaringly obvious he had no intentions of leaving me alone with another man at this time of night. 
 
    I would have been offended at this alpha male gesture if I wasn’t tickled pink on the inside and trying not to laugh on the outside. Whew, protective looks good on you, Griff, I thought to myself. 
 
    Plus, he was right. This day had been too much for me. I might feel anything but tired right now, but my entire body and mind were exhausted. Anything else could wait until tomorrow. 
 
    “Thank you but no.” Landon shook his head at Griff. “I have my car. You’re right. I just had to make sure Piper was okay…” He turned back to me. “Would you be all right with me coming to see you tomorrow, maybe taking you to lunch so we can catch up?” 
 
    “That would be wonderful.” I smiled. “Swing by the Ooey-Gooey Goodness Bakery anytime. I’m always there.” 
 
    Landon gave me another big hug then turned to leave. 
 
    Griff glanced between me and the parking lot, a slight frown tugging at his mouth. “See you, Piper.” He placed a soft kiss on my temple and trudged to his truck, his usual upbeat pace nowhere to be found. 
 
    I watched them both pull away, my heart aching for the conversation I botched with Griff and filled at the same time with the joy at the prospect of reuniting with Landon after so many years. 
 
    “Good night,” I whispered to the quiet night. 
 
    Closing and locking my apartment door, I leaned back against it and sighed. 
 
    Apparently, tomorrow was going to be another long day. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Sleep didn’t come without a fight; still, I did at last wrestle the pillows and my thoughts into submission. Somehow, the next morning, my eyes sprang open well before my alarm went off. I stared up into the darkness as I thought about the events of the last few days. 
 
    So much had happened. From Sam and I winning the fundraiser, to our prize of staying at the spa (the most luxurious place I had ever seen), to being stalked and sabotaged while there. Of course, it would be a very long time before being kidnapped by a lovesick lunatic ever left my mind. I shuddered, remembering the ordeal and the tragic aftermath. 
 
    Then there was Griff. And Landon. 
 
    Sigh. 
 
    I threw back the covers and headed to the kitchen. Going back to sleep clearly wasn’t an option with so many thoughts playing tag in my head. So, I did what I always do. Set out to lose myself in my baking. 
 
    Now, I might have woken before the alarm, but that didn’t mean I had a lot of time since I always set my alarm for the last possible minute. It’s not like I have to be beauty-pageant ready to bake cookies. Alarm or no alarm, I still needed to leave for work in about half an hour. That meant I cheated a little. Yes, I snagged the can of premade crescent dough from the fridge. Don’t judge me. 
 
    I slathered butter in the little triangles, rolled them up, and added more butter on top. After they had baked six or eight of the ten minutes, I would add a little more butter to help them brown. Who doesn’t love butter? 
 
    For the really good part though, I found the bag of butterscotch chips. My mouth watered with anticipation as I melted the butterscotch chips, brown sugar, and water together in the microwave. The delicious aroma assaulted my senses, making me feel warm and cozy. 
 
    When the crescents were finished, I arranged them on a plate and poured the beautiful glaze over the tops. Crushing up a handful of walnuts, I sprinkled them over the glaze to add a little crunch. 
 
    Mmmm. 
 
    The warm glaze had me licking my lips, and the crescents, now bursting with flavor, melted in my mouth. Glancing at the clock, I put a few crescents in a to-go container to take to Sam and hurried to my bedroom to get dressed. 
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    I arrived at the bakery and saw Sam’s car already in the lot. I used my key to unlock the back door and locked it behind me, juggling the container of crescents and my phone in the other hand. 
 
    “Morning, Piper,” Sam greeted with her back still to the door. Unlike myself, Sam didn’t know the meaning of the word “casual” unless it was preceded by “business.” In a navy pinstriped jumper and long gold necklace, she looked completely out of place. Yet, she worked as hard as I did at running this place, comfortable in her own style and her own skin, never minding if her fancy clothes got dirty in the process. 
 
    “Morning,” I greeted cheerily. 
 
    She turned from the oven and gave me a long look. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “No, really, what?” 
 
    “How are you?” she asked me, voice laced with concern. “You really can take the day off, you know.” 
 
    “I’m fine!” 
 
    Sam and I co-owned and operated the Ooey-Gooey Goodness Bakery. We were also best friends, and she knew me better than anyone else. Sam raised one artfully manicured eyebrow and pursed her lips, not buying a word that came out of my mouth. 
 
    “Okay, okay. I’m exhausted and a little jumpy and confused, but I want to be here,” I hated to admit the jumpy and confused part. “I’d go out of my mind at home. Plus, look.” I held out the container in my hand. “I brought breakfast, and you’re going to be mad if you send me home because I’ll take them with me.” 
 
    Relenting, Sam shook her head and took the proffered box of goodies. Cracking the lid, she closed her eyes and inhaled. 
 
    “I smell—” she drew in another deep breath “—brown sugar?” 
 
    “And butterscotch chips.” I nodded. “Melted over fluffy crescents and sprinkled with walnuts.” 
 
    “My gosh, why didn’t you say so?” Sam opened a cabinet and pulled down two paper plates. She then made glasses of tea for each of us, and we sat down at the work island. We chewed in relative silence for several moments. 
 
    “You said you were confused,” Sam latched on to one of the things I hadn’t wanted to discuss. “About what?” 
 
    I lifted my tea to take a sip. Strong English breakfast tea complemented the pastries, providing a bitter note to offset the sweetness. “It’s complicated. Right now, we need to get ready to open. The rest can wait.” 
 
    “Hey!” Sam’s eyes widened. “I almost forgot that Griff drove you home. Dish. Is he part of why you’re confused? Did anything happen between you and my brother? He really started acting strange when you went missing, rambling and stressing out, his usual cool, collected self completely gone.” 
 
    I ignored her. 
 
    “Piper!” Sam called as I went through the kitchen’s swinging door and entered the front room, flipping on lights in the display cases as I went. 
 
    “What’s the special today?” I asked as I wiped off the chalkboard and prepared to write a new dessert on it. 
 
    “Cookie Sandwich Brownies,” Sam rattled off the name of our featured dessert. “You aren’t getting out of talking to me that easy though.” 
 
    I smiled and shrugged. 
 
    A knock on the glass door interrupted her next sentence. I checked my watch. There were still ten minutes before we opened. 
 
    “Who’s the impatient guy?” Sam asked, pointing over her shoulder. 
 
    I looked up and saw Landon’s searching face as he cupped his hands and peered through the door. Muffled sound filtered through the glass, the name still clear enough for Sam and me to understand. 
 
    “Piper,” he called. 
 
    “Who is he?” Sam arched an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Would you believe he’s one of the confusing parts of my evening?” 
 
    “I’m definitely gonna need you to spill, and soon. Should I let him in?” 
 
    “I’ll let him in if you don’t mind stocking the cases. I’ll just go ahead and put the open sign out, too.” 
 
    “Okay.” Sam disappeared back to the kitchen to grab an assortment of goodies. 
 
    “Come in,” I motioned to Landon as I opened the door and waved him inside. 
 
    Hanging the Open for Goodness sign on the door, I turned, only to be enveloped in another giant bear hug like the one the night before. 
 
    Clank, bang. Trays of cookies rattled on the counter, and Landon let me go, turning toward the noise. 
 
    “Landon, this is my best friend and business partner, Samantha Lowe. Sam, this is my old friend Landon. We went to school together.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Sam came around the counter to shake Landon’s hand. 
 
    “My pleasure,” Landon’s smile encompassed us both. “I hope it’s okay that I’m a bit early. Piper, I wanted to talk to you, but I got a call from my boss. I have to get back for an urgent business meeting, so it might be a few days before I’m back in town. I am coming back though,” he promised, squeezing my hands. 
 
    “I understand. When do you leave?” I asked, ignoring Sam who pantomimed picking her jaw up off the floor and fanning herself behind Landon’s back. 
 
    “Right now. That’s why I banged on the door when I saw the closed sign.” Landon ducked his head sheepishly. He had always been a bit shy in school, though I noticed he had a lot more confidence now. Something about the way he carried himself. 
 
    “Oh,” I blinked as my brain tried to absorb the fact that my friend, who appeared without warning back in my life, was already disappearing again. 
 
    “Here.” Sam’s voice cut through the whirlwind of thoughts. “Please, take some goodies for the road.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sam,” Landon accepted the small box of treats with a broad smile. “Nice hair, by the way, both of you.” Sam hadn’t yet picked a new color and still sported a bright red underlayer. I fingered my own silver- and pale turquoise-tipped strands absentmindedly. They had been a prank on Sam originally, but I’d been debating on keeping them. 
 
    The bell over the door jingled. I looked up and saw Griff step inside. His eyes swept the room. Heat flooded my cheeks as he glanced our way and smiled. I smiled back. 
 
    Recognizing Landon, Griff gave a curt nod hello and frowned. Guilt roiled through my gut, even though I knew I had no reason to feel that way. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon, Piper.” Landon gave me another squeeze and waved goodbye. 
 
    Griff steered clear of us, not stopping to speak as he might have had I been alone. At the counter, Griff muttered, “The usual,” to Sam in a low voice. 
 
    I approached the counter as Sam pulled a few cookies off a tray and boxed them up. Still, no idle chitchat, no discussion of today’s plans or requests to try new flavors made their way past Griff’s lips. I fidgeted, rocking back and forth on my toes. 
 
    Landon made his exit, the bell breaking the awkward silence. 
 
    On a whim, I hurried to the kitchen and back, tossing in the last Butterscotch-Glazed Crescent. 
 
    “You make crescents now?” Griff asked. 
 
    “Not the crescent, the glaze. It’s a new recipe. Let me know what you think.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” 
 
    The bell jingled as two or three of our morning regulars trickled in. 
 
    “Griff, listen,” I started. 
 
    “I’ve got to go. I’ll be out of town working for a few days.” Turning, he left without another word—not even a goodbye to Sam. 
 
    “See.” She pointed after him. “I told you he was acting odd. He didn’t even try to weasel extra cookies out of us.” 
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    We had just sent Frank, our last customer for the moment, off with his weekly Apple Fritter Muffin when Gladys entered. I noticed she still had her gorgeous manicure from the spa last week as I looked sadly down at my own nails. My struggle and the narrow escape from my captor on the beach last week meant more wear and tear than the polish could handle. Now scrubbed clean with nail polish remover, my nails were plain and ordinary once again. 
 
    “Hello, girls.” Gladys smiled and greeted us in her normal cheerful way. “Do you have any coffee left?” 
 
    “Coming right up.” Sam smiled as she reached for a mug. 
 
    “How are Jack and Drew?” I asked. Gladys had an unconventional hobby, a form of wood carving, only she carved faces into trees. Jack and Drew were two palm trees in her backyard she had taken to conversing with when bored. 
 
    “Growing every day. Thank you for asking, Piper.” 
 
    “Here you are,” Sam sat a steaming mug of coffee and a pitcher of cream in front of Gladys. 
 
    “And what about a Cranberry Orange Muffin this morning?” I offered. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do.” Gladys accepted the plate. “Now, what did I miss?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “All the juicy details, of course. Griff drove you home, did he not?” 
 
    “You haven’t missed a thing,” Sam told her. “Piper wouldn’t tell me anything this morning. But look, now we have a nice break, and she can go ahead and fill us in.” 
 
    I stuck my tongue out at my friend. She pulled out a chair at the table and patted it for me to sit down, taking the seat beside it. I knew she had the tenacity to wait me out, so I sat. May as well tell them both together before I had to say anything twice. 
 
    “Fine. Last night, while Griff and I were talking, Landon showed up at my apartment.” 
 
    “Who’s Landon?” Gladys interrupted around a bite of her muffin, crumbs sprinkling her napkin. 
 
    “Whoops.” Sam shrugged. “Maybe you missed just a little bit.” She held her finger and thumb close together, indicating it was just a small amount. 
 
    “Let me start at the beginning,” I huffed with a shake of my head. “Griff did drive me home. I invited him in because he said he needed to talk to me. I assumed that with all of the drama in the news about my kidnapping and rumors it had to do with a catfight over the most eligible bachelor—him—that he wanted to make it clear that we were just friends.” 
 
    “This girl is clueless, isn’t she?” Gladys rolled her eyes and shared an exasperated look with Sam who nodded. 
 
    I didn’t tell them I had also assumed that Deidra, Griff and Sam’s mother, had put him up to speaking with me. That woman hated me; she thought I was a terrible influence on her daughter by roping her into a bakery and away from the life of poise and politics that Deidra envisioned for her. To have it rumored I might now be involved with Griff—well, I would expect it to send Deidra into conniptions. 
 
    “Anyway,” I continued, ignoring the peanut gallery, “I invited Griff inside and changed into pajamas while I tried to get my thoughts straight. I apologized to him and let him know I was sorry about the mess and that I would, somehow, let everyone know that he just looked out for me as a friend, that we weren’t involved.” I rolled my eyes and admitted the rest. “As you apparently may have guessed, I had it all wrong. Griff told me he didn’t think of me as a friend. That he thought I was amazing and talented and all kinds of things. He told me that when I went missing, his biggest fear was that he would never get to tell me how he felt.” 
 
    Sam and Gladys leaned forward, waiting. 
 
    “And then?” Sam demanded. 
 
    “Then someone knocked on the door.” I caught them up on the whole awkward doorstep situation. 
 
    Gladys was intrigued by the mention of Landon. “Why did he come to see you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you ask him last night?” Sam wanted to know. 
 
    I chuckled. “I didn’t get to. Your brother didn’t give me a chance. Griff nearly escorted Landon from the door. Told him I needed rest. He even offered to take him to a hotel.” I started laughing, thinking back on the scene, but sobered when I realized now both Griff and Landon were gone and I hadn’t finished the important conversations with either of them. 
 
    “Landon got called back to work for a meeting. I don’t even know where he works,” I realized aloud as I filled Gladys and Sam in. “Then Griff came in this morning and told Sam and me that he was working out of town for a few days.” 
 
    “He didn’t say where exactly he was going either,” Sam threw in. 
 
    “So, you and Griff didn’t finish talking?” Gladys looked disappointed. 
 
    “And she never got to speak with Landon about whatever reason he came here,” Sam pointed out. 
 
    “Right,” I leaned back in my chair and massaged my fingers through my hair. “They’re both a mystery, but especially Landon. It’s been at least six years since I’ve seen him. See now why I’m tired and confused? Who knows when I’ll get to speak with either of them again?” 
 
    “You need chocolate,” Sam decided, getting up. She foraged through the display case and came back with an Almond Dark Chocolate Drizzle, two actually, one for me and one for Gladys. “Relax for a little bit. I’m going to go put some more cookies into the oven.” 
 
    Poised to bite into the ooey-gooey deliciousness in front of me, I stopped with my hand halfway to my mouth as the bell jingled, announcing another customer. Stifling a sigh, I put the cookie down and started to stand, but Gladys reached a hand out to stop me. 
 
    “I can take an order or two. You deserve a break, Piper,” she admonished. “Most people wouldn’t have come to work today. Most people probably wouldn’t even come to work the rest of this week for that matter.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I accepted her offer of help and sat back down. I wanted to argue, but I knew she was right. A fifteen-minute break might be just the trick, and if not, then surely the cookie would help. 
 
    I ate my cookie and watched as Gladys took the order of a young woman who was running late to work. Gladys complimented her style and shoes as she made change from the register. The woman left smiling, happier and less harried than when she arrived. 
 
    Next came a man looking to buy something special for his wife. He mentioned it was for a birthday surprise. 
 
    Gladys told him you could never go wrong with chocolate. “Unless she has an allergy. Does she have any allergies?” she asked him. When he said no, Gladys reached into the display case and emerged with a square of the day’s special—a Cookie Sandwich Brownie—and an extra-large Chocolate Chunk Cookie. 
 
    I ate Gladys’s cookie too as I continued to watch her work her magic. For Grandpa Rex, an elderly gentleman who stopped in a few times a week to buy cookies for his grandkids, she talked him into adding a Butterscotch Oatmeal Cookie for himself to his order. 
 
    “You’re a natural,” I told Gladys when she finally rejoined me at the small table. “I might just hire you the next time I want to go on vacation.” 
 
    Sam came through the swinging doors then and laughed. 
 
    “What is this? Piper talking about vacation? Yeah, right. And purple pigs make golden bacon,” she teased. “You never take vacations.” 
 
    “I went to the spa,” I pointed out, crossing my arms. 
 
    “Only because we won, and I practically had to drag you,” she argued. 
 
    The bakery phone rang, ceasing our debate. Sam answered on the second ring. 
 
    “Piper, I need you to come here, please,” she requested after speaking to the caller for a moment. 
 
    Getting up from the table, I tossed my napkin in the trash before joining Sam behind the counter. 
 
    “Piper, the customer on the phone wants to know if we cater,” she whispered as she covered the mouthpiece. 
 
    “I’m sure one of us can handle delivery while the other watches the store. We catered for your mother, and that went well.” It surprised me a little that she was even asking. 
 
    “No, they want to know if we will cater the dessert bar at a two-day event and remain in residence to make sure it is stocked for the whole weekend.” 
 
    “Oh.” I chewed on my bottom lip. “I don’t know…” After a moment’s thought, I finally said, “Ask them when they need an answer and tell them we will let them know.” I didn’t want to miss out on an opportunity; however, after being gone four days last week, I feared how much business shutting down another weekend would lose us. 
 
    “I asked them to send an email with the details. They need an answer tomorrow,” Sam told me as she hung up the phone. 
 
    “What event is it anyway?” 
 
    “You won’t believe me when I tell you.” 
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    “Breaking Chains?” I repeated in surprise. 
 
    “That’s right.” Sam nodded. “Breaking Chains has a corporate wellness retreat coming up only one town away, in Lion’s Cove. Since we are so close and raised so much money for the fundraiser, they thought we might be interested in catering the event.” 
 
    “Wow! That’s incredible. I wonder how they knew we were nearby though? I thought all of the fundraiser money was sent through Sandy Shores Evangelical Church to the Breaking Chains organization?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Still, I’m not sure we can leave the bakery for another two days. Customers might resent the inconvenience.” 
 
    “And on a weekend, one of our busiest times,” I agreed. 
 
    “Yeah. About that.” Sam bit her bottom lip, a sign that she really didn’t want to tell me something. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “We really need the weekend business. Funneling so many of our own profits into the fundraiser last week really depleted our accounts. I counted on this weekend to put us back on track.” 
 
    “How bad?” 
 
    “If we aren’t open this weekend, I’m afraid we’ll come up short on the electric bill,” she admitted. 
 
    I cringed. Not good. I had no idea finances had gotten so low. Sam handled the accounting side of things because she excelled at math and business. Me, the only math I like is when you add up a bunch of ingredients and the result is multiplying cookies. 
 
    “You can do it,” Gladys put two thumbs up from across the room. “You can do the catering and keep the bakery open. You were about to hire an assistant, remember?” she asked with a wink and a flourish of hands indicating herself. “I can watch the bakery.” 
 
    I mulled it over. Sam shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    Tempting indeed, but I knew Gladys couldn’t handle all of the baking and manage the counter at the same time, no matter how impressive her customer service might be. It required at least two people. We had a really big dilemma and not a lot of time to figure it out. 
 
    “Girls, this is up to you, but I really would love to help out if you decide to take the job,” Gladys insisted from her seat, making no apologies for listening. “I had so much fun this morning behind the counter,” she added with a sincere smile. 
 
    The bell jingled over the door. I glanced at the clock. Ten forty-five a.m. The lunch crowd was about to hit, and yes, just as many people choose to eat cookies and pastries for lunch as choose to eat fast food. Personally, I commend them for their good taste. 
 
    “We will have to discuss this later.” I moved to the counter to help the customer. 
 
    “Okay. I’m going to head on home now,” Gladys informed us. “Why don’t you girls come over for supper and let me know your decision?” 
 
    “Sounds excellent!” Sam agreed wholeheartedly. Her excitement came from the thought of a home-cooked meal more than a solution to our current problem. Beyond baking, my friend wasn’t much of a cook. Before we were roommates in college, I’m pretty sure she was living on burnt toast or dining out at posh restaurants. 
 
    “That will be great,” I thanked Gladys. “We’ll see you around seven thirty.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    “Piper,” Sam called a few hours later. “It looks like we are almost out of Spectacular Sprinkle Cookies and Chocolate Chip Cookies.” 
 
    “Wow!” I took a peek in the display case. Sam was right. “You know, I noticed we had more kids in here today, with parents or babysitters. I guess they’re looking for little treats now that summer has arrived. I’ll go make some more dough to bake if you want to watch the counter for a bit?” 
 
    “I’ve got it, go ahead,” Sam agreed. 
 
    I inhaled deeply as I stepped into our kitchen. White and blue marbled countertops gleamed, their colors mimicking the ocean and bringing an immediate sense of happiness. Tan cabinets lined every wall, and the deep walk-in freezer near the back sent a thrill through me. I took a moment to bask in how blessed I was—owning my dream bakery with my best friend in the world, bringing little bites of pleasure to our customers who were fast becoming friends, living in this beautiful beachside town. Thank you for this amazing life, I said a quick prayer in my head as I gathered up an armful of mixing bowls, spoons, and measuring cups. 
 
    “Now, where is that recipe book?” I muttered. I hunted through a few more cabinets. Chocolate Chip Cookies I knew by heart; they would be baking in no time, but Spectacular Sprinkle Cookies were new, and I wanted to double-check a few things. 
 
    “Gotcha!” I shouted at last, finding it tucked away in a drawer. 
 
    “Are you yelling for me?” Sam asked, popping her head through the swinging door. 
 
    “No, just talking to myself,” I admitted. After discovering Gladys conversed with palm trees, I didn’t feel the least bit silly for talking to myself. 
 
    “Okay then.” Sam rolled her eyes and left me to my continued mutterings. 
 
    Scanning through the recipe, I found what I needed to know. Similar to a brown sugar cookie, these Spectacular Sprinkle Cookies called for almond extract as the secret ingredient. Just a drop though, it’s strong stuff. Pulling together the last items I would need onto the countertop, I preheated the oven to three hundred fifty degrees and got started. I always prefer to melt the butter first because it makes combining it with the sugar much easier. After mixing those together, I added the egg and the almond extract. Flour and baking soda were next, mixing them in slow turns to form a soft dough. One drop of blue and red food coloring stirred in with a light hand, just enough to create swirls without coloring the whole dough. Forming the dough into balls, I rolled each ball in a bowl of sprinkles then placed them on the parchment paper-covered cookie sheet and pressed them down slightly with the bottom of a glass. Voila! These colorful, crunchy masterpieces were ready to bake. 
 
    “You bake up nice and soft now,” I told the cookies as I closed the oven door on them. 
 
    Chocolate Chip Cookies took even less time to mix up. I made two batches and added crushed almonds to one bowl. I looked forward to tasting the Chocolate Chip and Almond Cookies. They had been a specific request by a customer and something that inspired my Almond Dark Chocolate Drizzle recipe when we were out of walnuts. 
 
    “How’s it going?” I asked as I popped back into the front of the store to see if Sam needed anything. I found her waving out the last customer, leaving the two of us alone again. 
 
    “Great.” Sam smiled. “Piper, we’ve had two birthday party orders for next week. They both want two dozen Spectacular Sprinkle Cookies.” 
 
    “Wow!” 
 
    “Do you think we should take dessert to Gladys’s house tonight?” 
 
    “Good idea. What do you think we should take though?” I stooped to look through the display case, searching for inspiration. 
 
    “I have an idea, but it isn’t really a summer dessert.” 
 
    “Dessert is dessert and desserts are good, at least that’s my philosophy,” I told her as I stood back up. 
 
    “Okay.” Sam laughed. “I’ve been wanting to try Pecan Pie Cookies with chocolate drizzled over them. I think they could be a hit if I make them right.” 
 
    “They sound delicious! I love pecan pie, especially chocolate pecan pie.” 
 
    “Thanks, I found a recipe online the other day,” Sam admitted. “I have tons of pecans left in my freezer and wanted to get rid of them.” 
 
    “After I get the cookies out of the oven in a few minutes, we can switch places, and you can run home to collect your pecans for baking cookies while I watch the counter.” 
 
    “Perfect, thanks, Piper!” 
 
    The timer buzzed. I retrieved the cookies from the oven and set them on racks to cool, helping myself to a sample of course. “Mmmm.” Chocolate oozed from every bite, and there was just the right crunch from the almonds. The cookies were complete ooey-gooey goodness, just like our name promised. 
 
    The rest of the afternoon flew by. Baking might be my passion, but I also enjoy chatting with our customers. Around five p.m., two teenage girls came in. Ordering tea and a plate of Butterscotch Oatmeal Cookies, they sat down with a newspaper and used a red pen to circle things in the classifieds section. 
 
    “These are delish,” the blonde girl licked her lips. She wore a flamboyant orange and pink striped top, long and flowy, over tan leggings. 
 
    “Yeah. I bet they would be incredible with peanut butter chips added, too,” the second girl chimed in. She was a bit shorter, with long brown hair. She wore skinny jeans and a pale-yellow tee. I watched as she continued to chew thoughtfully on the cookie before she spoke again. “Or even peanut butter in the cookie itself. I wonder how good that would be?” 
 
    Not a bad idea, I thought to myself. Wandering over to their table, I offered to get them more tea. 
 
    “That would be great, thanks.” The blonde smiled. 
 
    “I’m Piper,” I introduced myself to the girls as I returned with their glasses of tea. 
 
    “I’m Millie,” the blonde placed a hand on her chest before waving it at the dark-haired girl with the cookie ideas. “This is Victoria.” Victoria smiled and continued to comb the newspaper. 
 
    “Victoria,” I began, “I couldn’t help but hear your thoughts about the cookies.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said as embarrassment bloomed in her cheeks. “Your cookies are delicious, don’t pay any attention to me.” 
 
    “No, I loved your ideas!” I assured her. “Actually, I couldn’t help noticing you were searching the paper. Any chance you’re looking for work this summer?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” She nodded. “Millie and I both need jobs. We want to earn money to buy electric scooters.” 
 
    “Please, call me Piper, not ma’am. Can you bake?” I crossed my fingers behind my back, waiting for the pivotal answer to this half-baked idea of mine. 
 
    “Victoria can,” Millie smiled. Then frowned. “I’m…not so good in the kitchen.” 
 
    “I see.” I nodded and chewed thoughtfully on my lip. “I need to talk with my partner for a moment. Do you girls think you could wait here at least ten more minutes?” 
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    That evening, Sam and I pulled up in front of Gladys’s bright yellow bungalow at a few minutes before seven thirty. 
 
    “It cracks me up,” I pointed between the bungalow and the car. “Sam, I think you and Gladys shopped together because your car and her house match perfectly.” 
 
    “Ha-ha.” Sam grabbed the container of Pecan Pie Cookies from the back seat, and we ambled up the walkway. 
 
    Gladys opened the door before we could knock. “Come in, come in.” 
 
    “Something smells wonderful,” I breathed in the mingling aromas. 
 
    “I hope you’re ready to eat.” Gladys smiled as she led us down the short hallway to the dining nook off the kitchen. 
 
    Sam’s stomach growled as if on cue, and we all laughed. 
 
    “Have a seat,” Gladys told us. “I’ll just grab the rolls out of the oven.” 
 
    “Gladys!” Sam exclaimed as we stared at the heaping platters of food filling the small table. 
 
    “You didn’t need to go to so much trouble for us.” I couldn’t believe my eyes. 
 
    “Nonsense,” she huffed. “It’s been too long since I have had anyone around to cook a nice meal for, and I decided it might as well be a good one. I enjoyed doing it,” she insisted. 
 
    Eyeballing all of the food, I tried to determine where I would start. 
 
    “Here we go.” Gladys brought a basket of fresh bread rolls and added it to the table. “We have Beef Bourguignon, Ratatouille, French Onion Soup, radishes with butter, and rolls.” 
 
    “Gladys, this isn’t a home-cooked meal, it’s a French restaurant on your table,” I shook my head in amazement. 
 
    “How in the world did you get all of this done?” Sam asked, spreading her napkin in her lap. 
 
    “Just a little cooking, that’s all.” Gladys sat down and shook out her own napkin. “Now let’s say the blessing and eat before everything gets cold.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    “These are delicious, Sam,” I moaned as I finished off my second Pecan Pie Cookie. We were sitting on the back porch, enjoying the night’s cool breeze while we ate dessert. 
 
    “Piper,” Sam broached, “do you want to tell Gladys your plan that would allow us to cater the corporate wellness retreat for Breaking Chains?” 
 
    “So, you’ve decided?” Gladys asked. 
 
    “We definitely want to cater the event,” I said, “but it will depend on a trial run of my plan before Sam or I will call Breaking Chains and commit. We may have to ask them for one more day to decide. Two teenage girls came into the bakery today, and both were scouring the newspaper for jobs. I overheard one of them, Victoria, coming up with cookie ideas that sounded tasty. Turns out, she has some kitchen skills, according to her friend Millie.” 
 
    “Okay,” Gladys nodded her head. “So, what are you thinking?” 
 
    “Well,” I considered my thoughts and spoke slowly, “I think we should do a test run for a day or two this week with you, Millie, and Victoria working in the bakery. If we train the girls and they seem able to do a good job, then the three of you could watch the bakery during our catering job. Gladys, you would be wonderful working the counter given your people skills and friendly personality, we already saw that.” 
 
    “How fun!” Gladys clapped. 
 
    “We might need you to check in on Victoria or help her from time to time, also.” I continued laying out the plan. “Millie admits she has no cooking skills; however, she is willing to do all of the cleaning tasks and take a spell at the counter anytime you need a break.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Sam asked. “Would you like to do a test run tomorrow?” 
 
    “I am flattered.” Gladys nodded. “I do have one important question though.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Do I get to be the official taste tester?” 
 
    Sam and I laughed. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Sam told Gladys. “You should taste everything that is baked while we are gone. Victoria and Millie are welcome to sample everything as well.” 
 
    “I’m in!” A smile stretched from ear to ear. Gladys turned. “You hear that, Drew? I’ve got a new job tomorrow.” 
 
    I shook my head as Gladys patted the little palm tree. Oh boy. At least there were no trees or plants in the bakery for Gladys to personify. 
 
    “So, at least that solves one of your problems, Piper,” Gladys spoke, turning back to me. 
 
    “One of them?” I frowned. “What’s the other one?” 
 
    “Sorting out things with Griff and Landon, of course!” 
 
    Sigh. And I had hoped not to think about them at all. 
 
    “There’s nothing to sort out. Sam and I will be busy getting ready for the catering event, training the girls, not to mention Griff and Landon will be gone for several days anyway.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe I never guessed that Griff had feelings for you.” Sam smirked. “I thought I had my brother all figured out. I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    “And you, Piper? I could see the first day I saw you two together that you would be a cute couple.” Gladys winked. “Now a man other than Griff has come into your life with obvious affection for you. Do you know what you want?” 
 
    “Yes,” I declared, startling them both. Sam tilted her head at me while Gladys leaned forward in her chair. “I want…another cookie!” 
 
    “Phooey!” Gladys slapped her knee. “You can pretend it isn’t a big deal if you want to, but you can’t fool me.” 
 
    Handing me the plate of cookies, Sam shook her head. “Here,” she offered, “and when you are ready to think about this seriously, I hope you know I’ll be happy with whatever you decide.” 
 
    I nodded and chewed my cookie thoughtfully. Before long, Sam and I took our leave. 
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    Flour coated the kitchen. It was literally everywhere. I blinked. Deep breaths, I told myself. 
 
    “Piper, I am soooo sorry. I should have watched where I was going,” Victoria apologized as she went through the futile effort of wiping flour-covered hands on her flour-coated apron. Neither looked any cleaner for the experience. 
 
    “No, it’s my fault,” Millie insisted, shaking the flour from her body like a dog shaking off bathwater. “I forgot where the dishrags for cleaning the countertops were at, and I bent down to look in the cabinet. I should have told Victoria I was there, then she wouldn’t have tripped over me.” 
 
    Behind me, a low chuckle commenced. In seconds, it erupted into full-blown laughter, followed by wheezing. I turned. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Gladys wiped tears from her eyes as she drew a deep breath. She doubled over in laughter again. “Look at this mess.” She waved her hands at the scene and continued to shake with mirth. 
 
    I looked back at the girls. Millie was now trying to blink flour from her eyelashes, the rapid movements of her eyelids making her look crazy. Victoria scraped at the cabinet with her arm, raking flour into a trash bag. Silence finally reigned when the large metal bowl that Victoria had been carrying the bag of flour in finally clanked to a stop in the corner, ceasing its spinning at last. 
 
    Sam stepped into the kitchen just then—she had stayed behind to ring up a customer when Gladys and I rushed to find out what happened to cause such a commotion. She took one look at the room and escaped back out front. 
 
    Before I spoke, I counted to ten. Three times. 
 
    “It’s okay. Millie, grab the broom, please. Victoria, just wipe that flour onto the floor. We can sweep it all up, it’s fine.” I plastered on a smile, hoping to assure the girls that I wasn’t angry, at the same time praying that leaving the bakery to cater for the weekend wasn’t an error in judgment. What was I thinking, leaving teenagers in my kitchen? 
 
    Millie spun and rushed to the broom closet. Victoria nodded and swept a giant mound of flour off the counter where it caught the circulating air and fanned out to cover us all. Gladys nearly collapsed in a renewed bout of laughing and coughing. 
 
    “On second thought,” I told Millie as I dusted flour from my face, “get the vacuum and the hose attachment. Nobody else moves.” 
 
    Eventually, the kitchen was spotless again. The girls were hard workers; I would give them credit for that. Overall, the rest of the day went smoothly, and there were no more mishaps. 
 
    “Victoria is a fast learner,” I told Sam as we shared a plate of cookies in the café that afternoon. “And her ideas for tweaks on cookies are creative. I’m going to let her mix up a batch of whatever she wants this afternoon to put in the walk-in fridge for tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’s great. Do you still think we can leave the Ooey-Gooey Bakery for the catering job?” Sam made a face, and I also cringed. There was likely still flour in my hair. 
 
    “Yes, in spite of the flour fiasco today, I think things will be fine.” I looked over at the register as I said this, watching as Gladys cooed at a young baby and suggested a Triple Chocolate to a haggard young mom. “Gladys is a natural, Victoria is smart and eager. I wasn’t sure about hiring Millie, but she is happy to do whatever cleaning is needed as long as she’s earning money for her scooter. That will be a huge time-saver for Gladys and Victoria.” I put as much confidence into my voice as I could muster. 
 
    In truth, I would be surprised if I didn’t have a panic attack that the bakery was in the hands of someone other than me for two days. Some might call me a control freak; I prefer the term highly responsible. 
 
    “Yeah, I feel better that there will be three of them here and not just two. The baking, stocking, cleaning, and counter sales are a lot of jobs to split between two people. Remember how long it took us to get the hang of it?” Sam laughed and shook her head. 
 
    “Oh gosh, yes!” I nodded. “It surprised me when we lasted the whole first week.” 
 
    “And even though our only customer the first two days was Griff, we still nearly ran out of cookies because we didn’t mix any up the night before our second day. We couldn’t bake them fast enough!” 
 
    “We’ve come a long way since then.” I smiled at the memory. Griff’s employees came in and bought everything we had on day one. Later, one of them told Sam that Griff had threatened to fire them if they went anywhere else during their lunch break. We never did figure out if he was joking or not; neither of us had the heart to ask Griff. “I think I came to work wearing the same clothes three days in a row because I stayed up each night working on new recipes.” 
 
    “You did,” Sam remembered, “but I didn’t notice because I was having a hair crisis. I fell asleep trying to add blonde streaks and ended up with orange-highlighter colors staining my hair and head.” 
 
    “That explains your ballcap days!” 
 
    We chuckled, and soon Gladys joined us, having helped the last customer and sent them on their way, a sack of cookies in hand and a smile on their face. 
 
    “Girls,” Gladys addressed us, “what do you think? Can you trust us with your baby while you work the weekend away?” 
 
    Sam and I looked at each other. Sam nodded. 
 
    “Definitely,” I answered. 
 
    “I’m going to call Breaking Chains right now and let them know,” Sam pulled her phone from her purse. 
 
    “Wonderful! Do you mind if I take off a little early today?” Gladys asked, glancing at her watch. She had been checking it for the last hour. 
 
    “Go right ahead,” I told her. “I hope we didn’t keep you from anything?” 
 
    “Not at all. I just have a little cooking to do.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll see you tomorrow then.” 
 
    “See you. Bye, Sam,” she mouthed toward Sam who had moved a few feet away to place the phone call. Sam waved goodbye and smiled. 
 
    The bell jingled as Gladys went out and then again as the next customer came inside. 
 
    “Hi, Flo,” my smile a little too wide. I hoped my surprise at seeing her in the bakery didn’t show on my face. Flo owned Flo’s Flowers, the business next door to Ooey-Gooey Goodness Bakery, and used to be a regular customer. Flo had stopped purchasing from us after we won the fundraiser contest last week. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Piper. I’d like half a dozen Blueberry Scones, please.” 
 
    “Of course. Let me box those up for you.” I turned, raising my eyebrow at Sam once Flo was behind me, and retrieved a to-go box from beneath the register. There were only seven Blueberry Scones left in the glass display case, so I put all of them in the box for Flo. I wasn’t one to hold a grudge, and it was nice to have her business again. Ringing up the total for six scones, I hoped she would see the extra pastry as my gesture of goodwill. I put Flo’s money in the drawer and handed over the box. 
 
    “Enjoy,” I told her sincerely.
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    Sam came and found me after she got off the phone. “It’s all set. Breaking Chains will have us stay the whole weekend to cover breakfast and the dessert bar after lunch and dinner.” 
 
    “Who is cooking lunch and dinner?” 
 
    “Those meals will be catered by a seafood restaurant local to the area. Don’t worry, they cook everything and then bring it in warmers. The kitchen will be restricted just for our use.” 
 
    “What makes you think I was worried about that?” I asked with mock offense. 
 
    “First, because you always worry, Piper. Need I remind you of the spa outfit dilemma?” Sam joked. I stuck out my tongue, which she took as a sign to continue. “And second, because your forehead was pinched in all those little worry lines.” 
 
    “Fine. Thank you for making all of the arrangements and for checking on the setup.” I grabbed a notepad and pen from beside the register. “Now, what do you need me to do?” 
 
    Several lists later—yes, I may or may not have a list obsession—we had a plan to tackle the catering weekend. Sam would train Millie, I would train Victoria, and Gladys would be here to supervise and help when we left. Her five-star French meal for supper was proof enough she could handle things in a kitchen if need be. 
 
    “Millie,” I called through the swinging door. The girl pushed her blonde hair behind her ears, mopping sweat from her face, but smiled cheerfully at me. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Sam’s going to show you how to do a quick check of inventory. We don’t want Victoria to run out of supplies, and you can help keep track of ingredients for her.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” she agreed with a quick nod. 
 
    “Follow me.” Sam motioned. They ventured into the walk-in pantry, Sam with a clipboard and Millie with a determined look on her face. I opened the café door and looked around. The sidewalks were empty, so we probably had a few minutes between customers. I made my way into the kitchen where Victoria was scribbling ferociously on a tablet with a short red stylus. 
 
    “Hi, Victoria, how’s it going?” I asked, sliding onto a tall stool next to her at the work island. 
 
    “Piper! I have so many ideas that I don’t even know where to start. How do you know when you have a good recipe?” 
 
    “I don’t. No, really!” I insisted as she looked at me with a yeah, right face. “I don’t know whether the cookies will be good or not until I bake them.” 
 
    “Everything you make is so delicious though. I’m afraid mine will be horrible.” 
 
    “I can’t very well put the recipes that flop on the menu, now can I?” I laughed. 
 
    I understood how she felt. I remembered my first awe of cakes that looked like works of art when I was a girl eating in fancy restaurants. It was years before baking became my dream job, but when it did, I suffered from comparison crisis—I couldn’t bake a thing at first for fear it would never live up to the delicious desserts I had tasted by others. I didn’t want Victoria to feel paralyzed from her own anxiety. 
 
    “Trust me, Victoria, there have been some batters that went straight into the trash. Take the Spectacular Sprinkle Cookies, for instance. The first time I made those, I used twice as much almond extract as they really needed. I almost gave up on them, but they were so beautiful I decided to give the flavors a second shot. It worked. With just a hint of the almond, the cookies became delectable to not only the eye but the mouth.” 
 
    “So, what you’re telling me is that you aren’t going to tell me what to bake. I just have to screw it up myself and go from there?” Victoria gave a little sigh. 
 
    “Exactly. Don’t worry though, I know you’ll do great. Trust your instincts. Maybe even start small, look through my recipes, and put your own spin on one like you were talking about in the café yesterday.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t mind?” She laid the stylus down and took the recipe binder I handed her. 
 
    “Not at all. I would be flattered. Then tomorrow we can work together on some things and you can ask me questions.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks. I’ll let you know when I finish something new today.” 
 
    The bell jingled out front. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it then. And, Victoria?” I waited until I had her full attention. “Relax, have fun.” She gave a small smile and a nod. Leaving her to the creative cyclone that I knew would occur with a new recipe, I returned to the counter to help customers. 
 
    “Pastor Dan!” I greeted the man perusing display cases in the café. “How are you?” 
 
    “Hello there, Piper. I’m doing wonderful.” The middle-aged man smiled back at me. The pastor at Sandy Shores Evangelical Church, Pastor Dan had been very grateful for the fundraising efforts of all the businesses. As the winners, Sam and I received a week at the O Heavenly Day Spa operated by the church, and there I met Pastor Dan over dinner. Kind, warm, and full of laughter, Pastor Dan quickly became a friend. 
 
    “And how is Nora?” I asked, remembering Pastor Dan’s sweet wife. 
 
    “She’s fine, thank you. Actually, she’s the reason I came today. She said she wanted a few of your Lemon Basil Cookies.” 
 
    “Excellent. Let me get a bag. Three or four?” 
 
    “I think four would be plenty. It’s just the two of us, after all.” 
 
    I nodded. I wonder what the pastor’s sweet wife would think if she knew I ate four cookies just for brunch. Sam and Millie stepped out of the back at that moment, obviously having finished in the pantry. 
 
    “Pastor Dan!” Sam strode over and gave the pastor a hug. “How good to see you again so soon.” 
 
    “And you, Samantha.” Pastor Dan smiled. “Now, what’s this? Your hair is still the same color! What would your mother say?” he asked with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    “Only the Lord knows.” Sam winked. “You better not tell her you saw it the same color twice, or she might get her hopes up that I’m ‘growing to be sensible at last.’” 
 
    We all three laughed. Deidra, who also happened to be the town’s first lady, still wore pearls, heels, and suit dresses every day of her life. She was appalled that her only daughter wore gaudy hair colors and less conservative outfits. Don’t even get me started on how stricken she was when she learned Sam and I were opening the Ooey-Gooey Goodness Bakery. Needless to say, it hadn’t helped an already strained mother-daughter relationship. 
 
    “Pastor Dan, have you met Millie?” Sam asked as she gestured Millie to come forward. 
 
    “I don’t believe so. A pleasure to meet you, young lady. Are you working here, too?” 
 
    “For a little while.” Millie’s blonde hair bounced with her energy as she nodded. “Piper and Sam are letting me clean and manage supplies for the weekend since they will be gone. My friend and I are going to buy electric scooters.” 
 
    “Oh? Had such a blast at the spa, you ladies can’t stay away?” the pastor asked Sam and me merrily. 
 
    “If only.” Sam smiled. 
 
    Personally, I wasn’t quite ready to go back to the place where snakes slithered in, steam room doors stuck shut, and a loony lady kidnapped me all in the same weekend. Though the pedicure was magnificent, I caught myself thinking. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “Sam and I have been invited to cater a corporate wellness event for Breaking Chains.” 
 
    “That’s magnificent! Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thank you. It is going to be a lot of work, but when I think of the things the employees of Breaking Chains must see, the cruel and dirty reality of human trafficking, the abused children, the hopeless victims—well, it will be a joy to bring them a little bit of goodness in return.” 
 
    “I only wish we could do more,” Sam added. “Still, it is an honor they chose the Ooey-Gooey Bakery since our business is so new. Wish us luck.” 
 
    “You don’t need luck, Sam. You and Piper will be blessed as you are a blessing to others. And remember, when possible, refresh the people you meet with more than refreshments.” Pastor Dan took his leave on those words of wisdom, waving to the three of us as he headed home to the missus with a sack of Lemon Basils. 
 
    “He seemed nice,” Millie noted. “What is Breaking Chains, by the way?” 
 
    Sam told Millie about the goal of Breaking Chains to raise awareness of human trafficking and prevent it by educating the public on signs to look for and providing support to law enforcement when requested, such as victim relief counseling and advocates when victims were identified. 
 
    The bell jingled, marking the entrance of another customer. Flo again. Odd, I thought. 
 
    I left the counter to speak with Flo. She had halted just inside the door and seemed unable to make up her mind about coming in or not. 
 
    “Hey, Flo,” I spoke casually, worried she might bolt for some reason. “I hope nothing was wrong with your order?” 
 
    “No, nothing wrong. Look, Piper, I…” 
 
    “Would you like to sit down with a coffee or something?” I asked as her words dried up. 
 
    “No, thank you. I just need to say this.” She took a breath. I braced myself. Were insults headed my way? More accusations that Sam’s parents influenced our fundraising win? I sincerely hoped this wouldn’t be a subject of contention forever. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I stood there, hearing her words but not fully processing them. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Flo apologized again. “I’m sorry for the way I treated you and Sam after the contest.” 
 
    “Oh! Flo, it’s okay.” I brushed off the apology but stopped when Flo held up a hand. 
 
    “I was jealous,” Flo continued. “And it is not okay. I really wanted to win that trip to the spa because I’ve been having these back pains lately. I hoped a massage would help, but I really can’t afford to go get one because sales have been slow. I’m sorry for being so petty. It truly is wonderful the money your bakery raised, that all of our businesses raised, really, and I hope you and Sam will forgive me.” 
 
    “Of course, we forgive you!” I stepped forward and hugged Flo, surprising us both. Not usually a hugger, I decided to blame it on Nora’s and Pastor Dan’s kind influence. 
 
    “I’d like to continue my weekly scone order, though maybe just one would be better for me,” Flo added. 
 
    “Great, we will bring you a fresh scone tomorrow morning.” I smiled. 
 
    “Thanks. I better get back to the shop.” Flo turned to leave. “Would be a shame to miss a customer, you know.” 
 
    I watched Flo walk the short length of the sidewalk and enter her shop next door, pondering her problem. She seemed really worried about business being down. I wondered if there was some way that we could help her. Lost in thought, I didn’t realize that Sam had set Millie to another task and sidled up next to me. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Sam asked, making me jump. 
 
    “Flo stopped by to apologize. She wants to resume ordering baked goods, though she said just one scone instead of her normal three will do.” 
 
    “To apologize for what? For not placing orders after we won the contest?” 
 
    “For the attitude behind it, really. She says she was jealous and angry.” I reiterated the short conversation with Sam, including Flo’s low sales and inability to afford a massage for her pain. 
 
    “Poor Flo!” Sam’s big heart showed immediately. “I wish she had asked for help, I’m sure I could have spoken to someone at the spa for her. Pastor Dan might have even recommended they get her in for an appointment half-price as a contest participant.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of that,” I admitted. “I wondered more along the lines of what we could do now to help boost the flower shop sales.” 
 
    “Hmm. I guess all of the spring weddings are over. Besides a few birthdays and anniversaries, what might people order flowers for in the summer?” 
 
    “Good question.” 
 
    Before we could continue that train of thought, it was derailed by a squeal and a yell. 
 
    “Piper! OMG, Piper,” Victoria squealed with her head peeking out of the door to the kitchen. “Hurry!” 
 
    Oh gosh, not more flour everywhere, I thought. Yikes! Or worse, what if the kitchen flooded or the oven caught fire? Scenario after scenario flashed through my brain as I sprinted to the kitchen. I cast my eyes around and saw—nothing. No flour, no water, no smoke. 
 
    “What? What is it?” I asked, tamping down the panic in my chest. 
 
    “They’re perfect!” Victoria exclaimed. 
 
    “What?” I repeated. 
 
    “The cookies. Try them.” She held out a sheet pan. “They turned out better than I expected.” 
 
    Cookies. She was yelling about cookies. Whew, okay, good deal. I mentally shrugged, knowing I would do the same thing. I snagged a cookie from the tray and bit off a mouthful. I closed my eyes as I traced each flavor flitting across my tongue. 
 
    “Peanut butter, oats, butterscotch, chocolate. Wow!” I ticked them off out loud. Opening my eyes, I saw Victoria doing a silent little dance. I gently took the cookie tray from her. “Wouldn’t want your beautiful creation to go flying,” I pointed out, moving the tray to the counter. She stood grinning back at me. 
 
    “Do you really like them?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “Tell me about them.” 
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    Friday. 
 
    The day before the weekend catering event. 
 
    I wiped my sweaty palms on my cargo pants and blew a stray strand of hair from my face. Most of this week had passed in a busy blur. Sam and I continued to work with Victoria and Millie. I was confident the girls knew what they were doing and, with the help of Gladys, could manage the bakery Saturday and Sunday while we were gone. Gladys did need to leave early quite often, and she asked if she could continue to let the girls close up over the weekend. When pressed, she simply mentioned more cooking to do and left it at that. 
 
    “Let’s go over the menu,” Sam pulled out a chair and sat down. I joined her at the round table. It wasn’t quite time to open yet, still a little early in the morning. 
 
    “Okay, first up, assorted breakfast pastries.” I pulled out a notepad from my apron pocket and tucked a loose hair behind my ear. 
 
    “Scones!” Sam started enthusiastically listing items one by one. “Blueberry Scones, Dark Chocolate Chip and Walnut Scones, Honey Scones…” 
 
    “Do you think we should do a Walnut Butterscotch Drizzle Scone?” 
 
    “Definitely. Those crescents were to die for—a scone is bound to be good, too.” 
 
    “We should probably do some savory.” I chewed on my pen. “Bacon Cheddar Scones?” 
 
    “Good idea.” Sam nodded. “Sausage, Feta, and Spinach Scones.” 
 
    “What is next after scones?” 
 
    “How about tarts?” 
 
    “Yum. We could do several tarts made with cream cheese and fruits like blueberries, strawberries, raspberries, maybe even pineapple.” 
 
    “What about the Donut Hole Clusters?” 
 
    “Yes, those are a must! Let me think…oh, I’ve got it! Personal Pancakes.” 
 
    “What are those?” Sam tilted her head to the side. 
 
    “A stack of two or three pancakes that are small but made-to-order fresh,” I told her. “We can put anything they want in the pancakes—oats, chocolate chips, blueberries, sprinkles, nuts, whatever we have on hand.” 
 
    “I love it!” Sam smiled. “And now I want you to make pancakes for me tomorrow, too.” 
 
    “Breakfast is covered then. Now, on to snacks and dessert.” 
 
    “Cookies.” 
 
    I hung my head. “We are going to have to be more specific than that, Sam,” I said sarcastically as I looked back up at her. 
 
    She grinned and shrugged. “Lots of cookies.” 
 
    “Geez, thanks.” I rolled my eyes. “Fine, I’ll start. Triple Chocolate Cookies, Pecan Pie Cookies, Peanut Butter Cookies.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Big Butterscotch Cookies, Butterscotch Oatmeal Cookies.” 
 
    I scribbled hastily, trying to get them all written down as we continued. “Goodness, I hope I can read this when we are through. Monster Cookies, Walnut Dark Chocolate Cookies…surely that is enough?” 
 
    We added several pies to the list, including a Watermelon Pie, before deciding the time had come to open the café for the day. 
 
    “Do you think we need to buy the ingredients today?” 
 
    “The woman I spoke to said that the kitchen should be stocked with the basics,” Sam said thoughtfully. “Why don’t we take some fruit that Victoria won’t be needing for the bakery and then make a list of what else to buy after we get there this evening?” 
 
    “That works for me.” I flipped the sign on the door to open and went to the display case to find a scone for Flo. “I can’t remember if Flo asked for a particular flavor. What do you think?” 
 
    “Take her a blueberry one. Blueberries boost brain power, who knows, maybe it will give her some extra-creative ideas for flower arrangements today.” 
 
    I delivered the Blueberry Scone to Flo and bumped into Gladys as I returned to the bakery. “Good morning,” I greeted her as we entered. 
 
    “Good morning, Piper. Shouldn’t you girls be packing for your trip?” she asked me with a pat on my arm. 
 
    “Probably,” I admitted. “We wanted to help Victoria and Millie open one last time though and see if they had any questions.” 
 
    “You don’t know how to take a break is more like it.” Gladys shook her head. 
 
    I resisted the urge to stick my tongue out; I wasn’t sure Gladys would put up with the rude gesture as much as Sam did. 
 
    “Sam, Gladys is kicking us out,” I joked when we joined her at the counter. 
 
    “What? Why? When? From here?” She bobbed her head between the two of us, waiting for the punchline. 
 
    “Yes, from here, right now. She says we need to go get ready for the job this weekend. Really,” I added in a mock whisper, “I think she’s just ready to start the taste-testing and needs us out of the way.” 
 
    “Can’t say I blame her.” Sam laughed. “Okay, Gladys,” she came around and gave her a hug, “we will get out of your hair. Please, call us if you or the girls have any problems.” 
 
    “Yes, we really appreciate you babysitting the bakery, but please don’t hesitate to let us know if you need anything,” I agreed. 
 
    “Shoo. Get on with you two, we’ll be just fine,” Gladys said, flapping her arms at us. 
 
    I sure hope everything goes well, I thought after telling Victoria and Millie bye and heading out the kitchen door to the parking lot in the back. “I’ll pick you up in about an hour and a half?” I asked Sam, double-checking the arrangements we had made. 
 
    “Yes. I’ll see you then.” She nodded as she slid into her yellow Juke. 
 
    I climbed up in my truck and smiled at the engine’s growl when I cranked it. When I first learned to drive as a teenager, my parents insisted on putting me in a truck and not some small vehicle. As a doctor and nurse at the time, they had seen too many car accident victims and felt that I had a better chance of coming out of any fender bender or mild wreck unharmed if I were driving a larger vehicle. I had argued fiercely against it. Doctors’ kids on tv drove convertibles and sports cars. “It’s so unfair,” I had insisted. The joke was on me. I was hooked from the moment I stepped up into the cab. I felt big, important, powerful. Driving, I sat above half the other cars on the road. People got out of my way. I loved it and have never driven anything but a truck since. 
 
    I pulled up at my apartment complex a scant six minutes later. I needed to pack and look up directions to Lion’s Cove, specifically The Cove’s Cabins at Lion’s Cove where the wellness retreat would be held. Inside my cozy one-bedroom apartment, I dropped my keys into the bowl on the side table in the foyer and made a beeline to the kitchen for a glass of water. And groaned. The kitchen was a mess. I left in such a hurry this morning that I didn’t clean up the dishes from breakfast. 
 
    Grabbing the glass bowl off the counter, I attempted to use the spray nozzle to loosen the dried bits of butterscotch now hardened to the sides. Crumpling the parchment paper up as I snatched it from the sheet pan, I tossed it at the trash…and missed. Sigh. I picked it up and threw it away. Dishwasher running, check, I mentally congratulated myself as I walked from the kitchen to my bedroom. Closet, here I come. 
 
    Relieved that I didn’t need to fret quite so much over outfits for this trip (choosing outfits for the spa had been foreign territory for me), I grabbed two pairs of cargo pants. I chose a heather gray and a teal t-shirt with the Ooey-Gooey Goodness logo, the bakery’s name stamped over a broken cookie dripping with fat chocolate chips. I folded the shirts into small squares to toss in my duffle. 
 
    Before I got to the other necessities, my cell phone rang. I could barely hear it from the entry where I had left it. Sprinting to the front of my apartment—thank goodness it was small—I hit answer on the last ring. 
 
    “Hello,” I said. 
 
    Static crackled through the line. 
 
    “Hello? Hello?” I tried again. 
 
    “Piper…me…is Landon…” The voice cut in and out as the static continued. “…see you…line…weekend.” 
 
    “Landon, what? I can’t hear you.” 
 
    “Piper? Pi…?” 
 
    “Landon? Are you there?” The silence continued. I hung up the phone. “Well, that was odd,” I spoke aloud. Tapping the yellow button for my call log, I hit recent and tapped the number on the screen. Saving the new number as Landon in my address book, I slipped the phone in my pocket, keeping it close in case he called again. 
 
    It took no time at all to finish packing pajamas, underwear, toiletries, extra socks, and so on. Zipping my bag closed, I took one more look around the room. Satisfied I hadn’t forgotten anything, I slung the bag over my shoulder, set the thermostat so it wouldn’t kick on so often over the next couple of days, fished my keys out of the bowl, and locked up. 
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    The drive to pick up Sam passed pleasantly. I rolled the windows down and shut off the radio, simply enjoying the salty breeze playing with my hair and listening to the waves lap the shore. Unlike my apartment close to town, Sam lived in a duplex right on the beach. Sometimes I wanted to find my own place near the water, but it wasn’t in my budget right now. Besides, I grinned to myself as I pulled into the second spot of the garage on Sam’s side, it’s not like I don’t spend the majority of my weekends here for free anyway, why pay rent on an expensive place? 
 
    I noticed the garage door for the other half of the duplex was shut tight. Griff must still be away on business. The duplex, weathered and sporting a chipped baby blue siding, had been a gift to Griff and Sam when their father got elected mayor. Deidra insisted that she and Gregory could no longer live in this “quaint starter home” if they wanted to be taken seriously as leaders of the town. Gregory Lowe had purchased the entire duplex outright and given it to Griff as a college graduation present, on the conditions that Sam would be given the other half of the living space and it would not be rented out to anyone else. I had been surprised either Griff or Sam had accepted the home as a gift. 
 
    “Well, Griff saw it as a blessing,” Sam told me once when I asked her about it. “He says this way he is able to save up more for a home and family in the future. I wasn’t crazy about it at first, but it makes it easier to pour money into the bakery and still put a good portion aside, too. Plus, I love being near the ocean. How could I say no to that?” 
 
    Now, as I walked up the eight wooden steps to knock on Sam’s door, I was definitely glad for the gift house. I considered it my home away from home, besides the bakery, of course. 
 
    By the time I reached the top step, Sam had the door open. “I heard you pull up,” she greeted. “Did you google the directions?” 
 
    “Yes, it will take about three and a half hours to get there.” 
 
    “Wow, Lion’s Cove is further away than I thought.” 
 
    “Yeah. We still have some time though. I think if we leave by eleven that will be plenty of time to find the kitchen, take stock of things, and buy any supplies or ingredients that we need tonight.” 
 
    “I was hoping you would say that,” Sam confessed as we made the way into the kitchen. 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “Because I’m starving and I still haven’t packed; I accidentally fell asleep,” she admitted. “I was hoping you would make your amazing Spinach and Artichoke Grilled Cheese? Please?” She blinked up at me like a kid with puppy dog eyes. 
 
    “Fine.” I laughed, swatting at her. “Go pack and I’ll make us an early lunch.” 
 
    “That is why you’re my best friend.” Sam smiled. 
 
    I shook my head as she nearly skipped, or at least the closest I’ve seen for a grown woman skipping. My stomach growled. Okay, okay. I agree the sandwich sounds good, geez, I thought to my rumbling insides. 
 
    “Griff must still be out of town,” I commented as we took our plates out onto the back verandah of the duplex, overlooking blinding sands and gorgeous blue water. Sleek, blue-gray fish shot like torpedoes into the air from the cresting waves. Sam cringed as a seagull succeeded in snatching one from midair. She hated seeing animals get hurt, any kind. 
 
    “Did you limit yourself to only three or four pantsuits for our two-day trip?” I teased to distract her. “Oomph!” I rubbed my temple where she threw a piece of crust at me. That earned us the attention of a few nearby seagulls. 
 
    “Now look what you’ve done, Piper.” Sam gave an exaggerated eye roll. 
 
    “Me? You’re going to blame this on me?” A particularly bold seagull winged between our deck chairs. I leaned out of the way. 
 
    “Of course, it is absolutely your fault, and for the record, I packed regular clothes.” 
 
    “What do you mean regular clothes? You wear slacks all the time.” 
 
    “I packed jeans and t-shirts.” 
 
    “T-shirts?” I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    Sam finally ducked my gaze. “Fine. Maybe they are cute t-shirts, but they still count as t-shirts.” 
 
    “Ha!” 
 
    We finished our sandwiches, delicious and creamy spinach dip oozing from between buttered and crisp-toasted bread. I tossed the paper plates in the trash and cleaned the counter while Sam did the dishes. 
 
    “You ready?” she asked a few minutes later. 
 
    “Yep, let’s get out of here.” I gave her a thumbs-up. 
 
    “Road trip!” She clapped and danced in place, making me laugh. 
 
    “Get in the truck,” I told her, shaking my head. “We still have to stop for gas.” 
 
    Piling Sam’s belongings in the back seat beside my own, I backed out and waited for her to close the garage before taking off down the coastal road. We wound our way along Beachside Drive for several miles before I turned back inland. I pulled into the first gas station I saw and hopped out to fill the tank. 
 
    “I’m going to the restroom,” Sam called as she exited the passenger side. 
 
    I spent a few minutes people watching while gas chugged into the 26-gallon tank of my truck. Yikes. I cringed as I caught sight of the dollars and cents rolling higher and higher. Definitely better to people watch; paying for gas is painful, I decided to myself. 
 
    My eyes roamed the parking lot, watching as a toddler dropped her Skittles and commenced screaming at the top of her lungs, the teenagers at the next pump made out in the car even though their gas pump had stopped long ago, and a young boy helped his grandmother sit down in the car, showing her patience and care. Having run out of people at the gas station to view, my eyes landed in the parking lot next door. It was a seafood and burger joint, and the parking lot contained only a handful of vehicles. 
 
    “I got you a Snickers.” Sam appeared out of nowhere at my elbow, making me jump. 
 
    “You nearly gave me a heart attack,” I griped at her but took the candy anyway. 
 
    “Yeah, you were pretty zoned out. What are you staring at?” 
 
    “I’m not staring; I’m people watching. You see that girl in the parking lot, over at the seafood place?” I waited for Sam to nod before I continued, “She nearly broke her ankle in a pothole with those heels. She looked like a baby giraffe learning to walk!” 
 
    “You’re so mean.” 
 
    “Then there was a guy whose hat blew away before that. Look, someone else is coming out of the restaurant.” 
 
    Sam leaned forward a bit. “Is that…?” 
 
    “Griff?” I asked her. “Maybe this town is where he came for his business trip. Wait, are we even out of Seashell Bay yet?” Seashell Bay was the picturesque little town we lived in; I knew we had been driving a while but wasn’t sure where the city limits technically ended. 
 
    “Nope. I’m going to call him.” She pulled her phone from her pocket. 
 
    “No! Don’t.” I grabbed her arm and pointed back to the neighboring parking lot. Griff now held the door open for a tall woman wearing a tight yellow dress. She grabbed his arm, and I watched as Griff escorted her toward his silver truck. How did I miss that truck? I chastised myself. Suddenly Griff stopped and reached to his side, unclipping his phone. 
 
    “Crap,” Sam mumbled beside me. She had hit send after all. I listened to her side of the conversation. “Hey. Yeah. No, I didn’t need anything. Where are you? Oh, still at work—I see. Okay. Okay, love you too. Bye.” 
 
    Sam put the phone back in her pocket and shook her head. We watched as Griff helped the woman into his passenger seat, got in, and drove away. 
 
    “Working out of town? He said he was still at work?” I asked Sam. I didn’t know how to process what I had seen. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Sam and I both startled as the gas pump shut off with a last shudder. 
 
    “Piper, I’m sorry. I…I don’t know. I’ll find out more from him, maybe she’s a client.” 
 
    “Whom he took to dinner,” I said as I placed the nozzle back on the pump with a bang. 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “And who was very dressed up.” 
 
    “Well…” Sam shrugged. “We will get to the bottom of this. I know Griff wouldn’t have said he had feelings for you if he were seeing someone.” 
 
    “Then why did he lie to you about work?” 
 
    “He…I don’t know,” she admitted, “but I’m sure there’s a reason.” 
 
    “Let’s just go,” I told her. We climbed into the truck. I tossed the Snickers bar into the console. As if by magic, my appetite had vanished. 
 
    Merging back onto the highway, I tried to shake the unsettling feelings that snaked their way through me similar to how the road snaked along the coast, back and forth, back and forth. It really didn’t matter that Griff took a woman, a beautiful woman, out to lunch. It hurt like hell, but it didn’t matter. 
 
    And it shouldn’t hurt either, for that matter. I hadn’t even begun to unravel the tangled emotions and raw nerves that sparked against each other after my ordeal with first Abigail and then Griff’s unexpected revelation. Throw Landon and his unexpected appearance and unknown intentions into the mix, and I was just plain finished with drama and intrigue in my life. I’m much better suited to cookies, I thought. Cookies make sense, ingredients can be measured, the desired outcome achieved, no problem. Usually. 
 
    “Piper!” 
 
    Sam’s screech at last penetrated the fog of confusion clouding my brain. I glanced over and was shocked to see she was white-knuckling the armrest on the door. 
 
    “Piper, the road!” she yelled, pointing. 
 
    I whipped my gaze forward and saw through the windshield a large eighteen-wheeler bearing down on me. Directly on me. Alarm bells sounded in my head. I’m in the wrong lane! I tapped the brakes and wrenched the steering wheel right. Angry bursts of a horn sounded from the truck as, seconds later, it roared past. Sam sat silently, staring at me from the passenger seat. I slowed and eased over to the shoulder of the road. 
 
    I closed my eyes and released a shuddering breath. My best friend squeezed my hand. 
 
    “I’m so, so sorry.” I looked at Sam. “I don’t even know what to say. I was in my own head and didn’t even realize I stopped paying attention. I’m sorry.” It wasn’t adequate, not nearly enough. I could have gotten us both killed, and I knew it. 
 
    “I think I should drive,” Sam spoke firmly, but with kindness. She squeezed my hand again, and her eyes were filled with compassion where I deserved to see anger. She held out her hand. I nodded and dropped the keys into it. 
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    “Wow!” I said as I spun in another circle. “This kitchen is huge.” 
 
    “Not at all what I expected in a remote cabin,” Sam agreed. 
 
    I looked at my watch. Four fifteen p.m. We had arrived in Lion’s Cove only half an hour ago. The trip had taken much longer than planned, first because a wreck shut down traffic for over forty minutes. After that, Sam ended up stopping to ask directions to The Cove’s Cabins because the navigation we were using on my phone kept sending us in circles. Her phone died, and the charger sat tucked away in a suitcase somewhere. It turned out this cabin resort area was less than six months old. No surprise that the directions hadn’t been perfect considering that I don’t run my phone updates every time it prompts me to. 
 
    “I’ll leave you ladies to it,” said Roy, the maintenance man who had been tasked with our grand tour and handing over the keys to the cabin we would bunk in as well as keys to the cabin designated for dining. 
 
    “Thank you, Roy.” I smiled. He nodded and left. I heard the soft sound of his golf cart as he puttered off, on to his next chore, I was sure. 
 
    “Okay, let’s check the list,” Sam said, all business. 
 
    No further discussion of the incident on the road had come up. Sam had simply parked the truck, handed me my keys back, and given me a big hug when we arrived at the main office. The liaison for Breaking Chains hadn’t arrived yet, which is how Roy ended up being our tour guide. A good sport about it, Roy had handed us up into his golf cart as if we were royalty and driven us through the dunes to see the many colorful cabins. He loved his job here, he told us, and took great pride in maintaining the cabins and keeping the beach sprawled before them clean as could be. 
 
    I unfolded the small sheets of paper from my pocket and flattened them onto the counter. 
 
    “Flour,” I read off first. 
 
    “Flour,” Sam said as she swung each cabinet door wide open and left them that way. “Got it, ten pounds of flour,” she said at last. 
 
    “Sugar.” 
 
    “Sugar…yep, there’s a three-pound bag of that.” 
 
    “Eggs?” 
 
    “Eggs, yes, but only a dozen.” Sam frowned from the refrigerator. 
 
    “We will definitely need more than that.” I peeled a clean piece of paper from the back of the small stack and wrote out a new list. TO BUY, I wrote in large letters at the top. Eggs. I thought about our many recipes. Probably at least three more dozen. 
 
    After another forty-five minutes, going from list to list and cabinet to cabinet, we had a fairly long grocery list compiled. 
 
    “Do we buy groceries now or make some test cookies first?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Let’s go ahead and make at least two batches. We need to see if the oven works, check the microwave for melting, see what the measuring cup and mixing bowl situation looks like; basically, let’s cook something so we know if we have everything to cook with. I’d hate to drive all the way to town to get ingredients then come back and find out we need four other things to bake efficiently.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    “Phew!” I wiped droplets of sweat from my forehead. “What time is it, Sam?” I asked as I scrubbed the last dish and placed it in the rack to dry. 
 
    “Almost seven,” she answered with a glance at her watch as she paused mid-sweep and then continued to tidy up the floors. 
 
    “No wonder I’m hungry. I didn’t plan on waiting this long before we went back to town for ingredients and supplies.” We had ended up getting the dough ready for the scones along with baking more cookies than planned. 
 
    “Let’s go. We have enough done for tonight. Pancakes won’t take long in the morning, and we don’t need to prep for them tonight.” 
 
    I nodded, wiping down the last drops of water from the counter and drying my hands. A scan of the large kitchen showed Sam to be right—there was nothing left for us to do tonight. 
 
    “Maybe we can find a good place for supper in Lion’s Cove,” I said. “Those test cookies were good, but I need something with a little more sustenance.” Like a whole bushel of fried shrimp. I imagined the crisp, golden, buttery shrimp and licked my lips. “Seafood?” 
 
    “Sure, that sounds fantastic.” Sam nodded. 
 
    It took us half an hour to maneuver all of the tiny blacktop roads back into Lion’s Cove. 
 
    “I don’t know why they are even called ‘The Cove’s Cabins.’” Sam rolled her eyes. “It doesn’t feel like they are near the city of Lion’s Cove itself.” 
 
    “True, but it is the closest town around,” I pointed out. 
 
    Our supper at The Shrimper, a small, weathered building with wood siding and shrimp crates lining the porch rails, was delicious. I ordered the Big Shrimp Basket; Sam enjoyed the Crab-Stuffed Ravioli. The portions were enormous and the food absolute perfection. Or maybe those grilled cheese sandwiches were just a long time ago; either way, we both cleaned our plates with gusto. Even though we skipped dessert at the restaurant, opting for the bag of cookies in the truck, by the time we left, it was dark out. 
 
    “I guess Lion’s Cove isn’t as big as I thought it was,” I said after getting in the truck and scrolling through my phone. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Sam asked as she buckled her seatbelt. 
 
    “Google says there isn’t a Walmart within an hour of here.” 
 
    “I think I saw a Grocer Giant a few blocks down the road. I don’t know if they have more than food, but we can check it out.” 
 
    The Grocer Giant had only groceries. We were able to find all of the ingredients but none of the supplies. 
 
    “We still need a large whisk and a second set of measuring cups, plus a powdered sugar shaker and a glass measuring cup for melting things in,” I read the items off the list before tossing it back into the console. 
 
    “It looks like,” Sam leaned closer to her glowing phone screen, “there’s a Dollar Store that is still open for the next thirty minutes. It’s about a ten-minute drive on the other side of town, I think.” 
 
    Sam passed me her phone, and I glanced at the directions. Neither of us saw any promising stores closer to us; evidently, Lion’s Cove rolled up the sidewalks early. 
 
    “Dollar Store it is,” I said, throwing the gearshift into drive. “You can tell me how to get there.” So, with Sam reading the directions, off we went.  
 
    Streets deteriorated as we drove. I watched out the window as old but clean buildings gave way to graffiti-covered walls and garbage littered alleys. Women with long legs and short skirts smoked on a corner. Soon, only every other street light remained lit. The others sported busted or missing bulbs. Darkness edged closer, making the already smaller side-streets seem narrower. 
 
    We made it to the other side of town in about eight minutes. I found myself hoping we would make it out even more quickly than that. 
 
    “I think we might be in a bad neighborhood,” Sam said as she studied the dimly lit parking lot, the beer bottles littering the empty grass lot to the left and the large graffiti drawing of a middle finger decorated the side of the Dollar Store building. Sam had been focused on the phone and directions and hadn’t seen just how rough this part of town had gotten. 
 
    “Well, we’re here now. Let’s just go in, grab the stuff, and get out.” I felt for the pocket knife clipped to my pants, making sure it was within reach. For what, I don’t know and hoped I didn’t have to find out; still, it made me feel better as I got out of the truck and walked with Sam through the dimly lit parking lot. 
 
    “No splitting up,” Sam warned as we entered the store. 
 
    The store was old. I mean wood floors old. Not nice ones, but splintered and stained wood that rolled up and down through the store, warped from age and nowhere near level anymore. I wondered if it ever had been. Most of the aisles were labeled with signs hung from the ceiling, though several hung by only one end and you had to tilt your head sideways to read the words. 
 
    The kitchen aisle, miraculously beneath a sign that still gripped the ceiling by cables on both ends, was located at the front of the store. Sam picked out a whisk, doing her best to find the sturdiest option, while I gathered up plastic and glass measuring cups. 
 
    “They don’t have the powdered sugar shaker,” Sam said as we made a third pass down the aisle, checking into the recesses of the shelves. 
 
    “It’s fine. We can make do,” I said. Punch a few holes in a paper plate – voila – homemade sugar shaker. We carried our purchases to the counter where a redhead reclined against the large case holding cigarettes, chomping on a piece of gum like a cow on cud. It was not attractive, but I wasn’t about to tell her. A nose ring glinted in the fluorescent light and I blinked, was that a puppy she wore on her nose? 
 
    “Hey!” she barked. Sam took a step back and I pulled my eyes away from the metal dog decorating her left nostril. 
 
    “Hi,” I said. “Just these, please” I sat all of the measuring cups down and grabbed the whisk from Sam to add to the pile. 
 
    “What are you two doing in this neighborhood? You lost?” she asked, not even looking down as she scanned the purchases but narrowing her eyes and staring at us. 
 
    “Nope, not lost,” Sam said. 
 
    “We didn’t find any other open stores in Lion’s Cove,” I admitted. 
 
    “You should’ve gone far away then,” she said. “Don’t you know pretty girls get grabbed out here?” 
 
    “You’re out here,” I replied, not sure what to make of her. Was the woman issuing a threat or a warning? The scowl on her face in between bubble gum chews hadn’t changed. 
 
    “But I’ve always been here,” she said as if that should clear it up for me. “Twelve dollars,” she said before I could think of anything else. The second I handed over the money she tipped her head at the door. “Get back where you came from before you get hurt.” 
 
    I won’t lie – Sam and I basically sprinted to the truck. I punched the lock and we sat for a moment trying to catch our breath. 
 
    “Okay, I’m ready to get out of here,” Sam said buckling her seatbelt. 
 
    “That makes two of us,” I agreed. I cranked the truck and put it in reverse, moving to back out of the parking spot. 
 
    “Piper, look!” Sam tapped my arm as she said it, causing me to slam on the breaks. 
 
    “What?” I asked darting glances all around, images of gangs or the redheaded woman or a drunken hobo all assaulting me at once. “What am I looking for?” I asked after seconds passed and nothing terrible had jumped out to get me. 
 
    “I think that’s Landon,” Sam pointed to a man with his back to us at the doorway of a business two doors down from the Dollar Store. 
 
    “I can’t tell,” I leaned forward in my seat. The door opened before him and the dim, yellow light that spilled out shone on the sandy-colored hair. I still wasn’t certain. “Why would Landon be out here?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re right, I just thought it looked like him. You don’t forget a hottie like that,” Sam sighed and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    The man at the door turned then, looking over his shoulder down the street to both sides. Before he ducked his head lower and stepped into the building, we saw his face. 
 
    “It was him!” Sam said. “How strange. What is that place anyway?” 
 
    “One way to find out,” I told her. I backed out of the parking spot and drove slowly down the street. Drawing close to the building I peered at the sign in the window.  
 
    “Thai Massage,” Sam read the sign aloud. 
 
    “Yeah, but the sign isn’t lit and the door says ‘closed’ on it,” I shook my head. “What in the world would Landon….” I broke off as bits and pieces of information from Breaking Chains pamphlets flitted to the forefront of my mind. The closed sign. The ATM at the corner of the building. The out-of-the-way location. 
 
    “Piper, you don’t think…did Landon just go into a brothel?” Sam looked at me, wide eyes mirroring my own crazy thoughts. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said while eyeballing my rearview mirror. “Right now, it doesn’t matter. If we don’t get out of here, we are going to have company.” 
 
    Sam turned in her seat and saw what I was seeing: two men stumbling out of an alley on the opposite side of the road. Both had shaved heads and tattoos running up their arms. That wasn’t what made Samantha gulp or had me speeding back toward a well-lit part of town. Nope, that had nothing to do with the tough-guy look and everything to do with the butt of a pistol we could see sticking out of the front of the pants of one and the beers they were both chugging like water. The time had come for us to leave. 
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    Landon looked over his shoulder one last time before dismissing the feeling of being watched. 
 
    “Hey Sugar,” the voice said, small and sweet as honey, as the door in front of him opened and drew his attention. The tiny, dark-haired woman reached out one hand and tugged at his shirt, a long pink fingernail raking his chest along the way. “Come on in,” she winked, “you look like you need to relax.” 
 
    “Actually,” Landon spoke low. “I was hoping we could talk?” 
 
    The woman opened the door wide and smoke drifted out as Landon entered. 
 
    “Follow me, Sugar. Coco knows just what you need,” she said. Turning with a flourish, she sashayed down the hall in her tall gold stilettos and pink mini-dress never doubting for a moment that the new guy would be right behind her. As she walked, she closed her eyes with a grimace, not realizing the mirrors lining the hall gave the man behind her a clear picture of what she thought about the night ahead of her. 
 
    A short time later, Landon slipped back into the dark parking lot. He glanced around. A few extra cars were in the lot, and two drunk guys walking down the street laughed and shoved each other. He didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, no reason for the odd sensation making the hair stand up on the back of his neck. He slid into the driver’s seat of a beat-up sedan and drove away. A final glance in his mirror revealed a flick of the blinds in the front room of the massage parlor he’d just left. 
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    Sam and I slept as good as can be expected in a strange place and after a big dose of adrenaline in the rough part of town. In other words, we barely slept at all. With no regard to our need for rest, the alarm sounded at four in the morning. 
 
    Beep. 
 
    I groaned. Didn’t I shut off the alarm? I thought as I groped for my phone on the floor beside my bunk. Thank goodness Sam and I were the only two sharing this little cabin. It had two sets of bunk beds which meant we were both able to have a bottom bunk. Little else inhabited the small space. No baseboards or trim had been installed; I got the feeling we were tucked away in an unfinished unit. I didn’t mind. It made sense that the members of the wellness retreat should be in the vacation-ready cabins. 
 
    Beep. Beep. 
 
    A text? At this time of day that couldn’t be a good sign. I snatched up the phone and swiped my finger across the screen. 
 
    Sam got up and walked to the small bathroom with half shower, toilet, and sink as I read the message. And groaned again. 
 
    “What’s with you this morning?” Sam asked. “You sound like my grandma and her arthritis with all that moaning and groaning. Who’s that?” she asked the last question pointing her toothbrush at my phone. 
 
    “Gladys,” I said. 
 
    “Ohmygosh!” Sam threw her hands up and yelped around the toothbrush now in her mouth. “Did the bakery burn down? Did the girls not show up? Did Millie flood the dishwasher?” Toothpaste dripped down her chin as she spewed out all of her questions at once. 
 
    “Gladys,” I said again, standing up out of bed and stretching, “texted me to say Griff is already in the bakery parking lot this morning. He wanted to talk to me.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay,” Sam went back in the bathroom to rinse her mouth and wash her face. 
 
    I waited. Sure enough, it didn’t take long. 
 
    “Hey!” she popped her head back into the main room. “Why in the world is Griff at the bakery at four a.m.? Why didn’t he text you?” 
 
    “I might have temporarily blocked his number after the incident yesterday,” I said using air quotes. 
 
    Sam stared for a millisecond and then laughed. “Of course. I should have known.” 
 
    “This weekend I’m just going to concentrate on baking and encouraging these amazing people who are here for a well-earned retreat.” 
 
    “Fine,” Sam shrugged. “I’m done in here, your turn.” 
 
    By five-thirty, we had all of the scones baked and lined up on a short buffet table. I finished mixing the pancake batter and separated it into five medium mixing bowls. That would make it easier to add in items and be able to do many flavored pancakes at once, without having to make new batter for every time someone ordered a different flavor. Sam had just finished placing the last blueberry on one of two beautiful fresh fruit tarts. 
 
    The kitchen only took up half of the Dining cabin. The other half was one large room decorated with Southern Cattails, starfish, and driftwood. Even the tables themselves were constructed from massive driftwood pieces and weathered tree trunks that were fit together to create individual pieces of art. Each table was topped with a slab of glass, to protect the wood and provide a flat surface for eating while maintaining the natural beauty of the structure. The walls of the room were painted a natural, light sand color, the perfect backdrop to give the understated décor the spotlight.  
 
    Two big cased openings, similar to the windows for a concession stand at a ballpark, allowed sounds to filter through to the kitchen. One opening had a wide sill. On it sat stacks of light blue plates and cups of plastic silverware. 
 
    Tap. Tap. Tap. 
 
    Sam and I turned at the sound of light tapping to find three people standing at the serving window. 
 
    “Good morning,” the man in the front waved. “I hope we aren’t too early.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Sam smiled and stepped to the opening. We had already decided she, being the more personable of us both, would take orders and I would handle the pancake griddle. “I need just one moment to get these tarts situated on the buffet, but you can pick out your Personal Pancake Platter flavors in the meantime.” She placed a small chalkboard sign on the sill and hurried out of the kitchen with the Blueberry Banana Tart and the Strawberry Kiwi Tart balancing in her hands. 
 
    “What can I get for you?” Sam returned in seconds. 
 
    “I’ll have the Dark Chocolate Chip Pancakes,” the second person in line, a tall woman with hair in a severe bun, piped up. 
 
    “Can’t resist chocolate can you, Regina?” the man in front of her teased. “Blueberry for me,” he ordered. 
 
    “A plain pancake please,” the last in line, a short, round man with a jolly face smiled. 
 
    Expecting many more Blueberry Pancake orders for the day, I dumped a carton of blueberries into one mixing bowl and stirred. After ladling six of those onto the griddle, I made a few more pancake circles, this time tossing the dark chocolate chips in after. I wouldn’t add them to an entire bowl of batter just yet; I knew not everyone enjoyed dark chocolate’s bitter notes. 
 
    Sam passed platters of pancakes through the opening as I handed them to her. “Don’t forget your fork,” she said, holding the cup of silverware toward the happy breakfasters. 
 
    “Maybe we should have put silverware on the table,” I said. 
 
    “I’m just glad this place had silverware,” Sam said. “I never would have thought to buy any; our usual cookies and pastries don’t require any.” 
 
    The breakfast crowd came in clusters, most likely groups that had bunked in the same cabin or friends who decided the night before to meet up for breakfast. There were very few lulls. It seemed from conversations we overheard that the wellness retreat would be a combination of relaxing activities, reflection, and team building skills 
 
    “Sam,” I called after a few minutes of inactivity, “do you think I need to make more batter or is that about it for people?”  
 
    “How much do you have left?” she asked leaning through the opening to look to the door. 
 
    I scraped the side of the bowl to get the last of the milk chocolate chip batter out and surveyed the others before answering. “Probably enough for four or five pancakes, provided they don’t choose sprinkles or dark chocolate as flavors.” 
 
    Sam let out a gasp and I looked up to see her staring toward the entrance. 
 
    “Don’t tell me, twenty more appetites just walked in?” I guessed. 
 
    “No. Just one. I don’t know what kind of appetite he has though,” she mumbled, stepping away from the window.  
 
    “What do you mean?” My forehead crinkled in confusion.  
 
    “Good morning!” a voice exclaimed. “Piper, Sam, how are you? Something smells delicious and I’m starved.” 
 
    I stared as Landon walked up, hands in his pockets, with wind-tousled hair and a big smile. Another surprise appearance? What is he doing here? I wondered. 
 
    Finally, I found words. “Good morning,” I returned. “You can have the last stack of Chocolate Chip Pancakes,” I told him as I flipped one over on the griddle. 
 
    “I must be one lucky man,” he grinned. 
 
    “Why are you here?” I couldn’t resist asking. It just seemed too strange. 
 
    “What do you mean? I called you earlier and told you I got reassigned and would see you this weekend, remember?” 
 
    The garbled staticky phone call! “We had a horrible connection. I didn’t hear anything you said.” I explained to Landon. 
 
    Just then, a voice in the dining hall called out for Landon. 
 
    “Sorry, gotta go,” he said. 
 
    I stared at the plate of pancakes and shook my head – having my friend Landon back in my life might be more frustrating than fun. 
 
    Landon pulled his hands free to hug a few people that he seemed to know and I saw a small black object fall from his pocket. I waited for him to notice, to pick it up, but when he didn’t, I handed the spatula to Sam and walked into the main dining room. 
 
    Before I took more than a few steps, the little round man from the first line this morning clapped his hands for attention at the front of the dining area. Everyone quieted. 
 
    “Let us bow in prayer and ask the Lord’s blessing and restoration for our weekend before we begin our recreation activities,” he said. 
 
    I bowed and stood still, along with everyone else. I listened as he prayed for rest, for peace in knowing they were bringing help daily to victims of human trafficking, and for wisdom to get many out safely. 
 
    “Now, Father,” he prayed, “help this weekend bring refreshment and closer bonds to each of our teammates and keep us safe during all of our activities. Thank you for this beautiful, peaceful place to enjoy your creation. Amen.” 
 
    “Amen,” voices echoed. 
 
    Everyone that was finished eating stood to leave and the crowd surged toward the door. I was forced to back up out of the way until they passed. The room emptied faster than I would have expected and Landon was not among the stragglers. I peered around the floor in the last spot I’d seen him. Sure enough, after a moment I found a small black object wedged against a table leg. Picking it up I was surprised to discover it was a tube of lipstick. 
 
    “I guess we need to clean up this mess?” Sam asked, gesturing to the plates and cups stacked all over the tables as she joined me. “What do you have there?” 
 
    “Landon dropped something out of his pocket. I swear he was in this area, but the only thing I’ve found is this lipstick.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense. What’s that sticker on the side?” 
 
    “A 1-800 number…” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t know what to think about any of this. Why is he here? Why would he go in that massage parlor so late last night? Is that where the lipstick came from?” I shook my head. Too many questions, too few answers. 
 
    Sam’s phone rang just then and I shoved the lipstick into the side pocket of my cargo pants. Sam looked at the screen and lifted it to show me, raising her eyebrows. The caller idea said Griff. 
 
    “Don’t tell me,” I said. 
 
    “Yep. My brother’s been texting me asking why you aren’t answering him. Now he’s calling. You really should talk to him, Piper. That’s the only way to figure things out.” 
 
    “I know. I will.” I plucked up several dishes to haul to the sink. 
 
    “When?” she pushed. 
 
    “When I have time,” I hedged. 
 
    The door opened from outside and Roy stuck his head inside. 
 
    “Hey, Roy,” I waved. “Did you want some leftover pancakes or scones?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t reckon I know what a scone is. Pancakes sound mighty fine, though.” He nodded. “I came to tell you girls not to worry about cleaning up. My wife is the caretaker and will be in shortly with a few girls to clean before the company bringing in lunch gets here.” 
 
    “Thanks, Roy,” I said. “I’ll get you a box of pancakes if you’ll give me just a second.” 
 
    I heard the door again as I plopped pancakes into a carry-out container. 
 
    “Hi, Sam,” I heard Landon say before I saw him. “Hey, Piper. Sorry I didn’t get to eat those pancakes. I came in to tell you that we could use another player for volleyball; we’re one short.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Sam spoke up and I looked at her in surprise. She met my eyes and continued, “Piper just told me she had to go make a very important phone call, otherwise I’m sure she would have loved to play.” 
 
    I shot her a dirty look. She knew full well I didn’t want to call Griff, yet here she was making sure I had privacy and free time to make it happen. 
 
    “Great,” Landon said. “Let’s go before they start without us.” 
 
    “Here you go, Roy.” He thanked me for the pancakes and returned to his golf cart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13[image: ] 
 
      
 
    I walked down the cabin steps and stopped. The Dining cabin stood in the center of the many smaller guest cabins. The cabin Sam and I bunked in couldn’t even be seen from here; it sat furthest from the ocean. I didn’t really want to go all the way back there to call Griff. I meandered down the trails between cabins to the shoreline. A rowdy volleyball game could be seen in the sand a few yards to my left. To the right, other than a smattering of people in lounge chairs, the beach exuded quiet and calm. I turned to the right. 
 
    What am I going to say to Griff? What about the woman he took to lunch? 
 
    Dropping down to sit, far away from the few people on this stretch of sand, I hugged my knees and watched the waves. In. Out. Roaring up. Crashing down. I watched as the breathtaking display mimicked my thoughts, my hopes. For a place where I found such peace, the ocean definitely displayed chaos of its own. 
 
    Pulling my phone from my pants pocket, I unblocked Griff’s number. Message notifications starting popping up like popcorn. I scrolled to the top of the list. Eight from Griff. Two from my mother. One from Gladys. 
 
    I opened the one from Gladys first and read the single line, 
 
    Gladys: Don’t worry, everything is fine. 
 
    Great. I hadn’t been worried, now I wondered if I should be. 
 
    Next came mom’s messages. 
 
    Mom: Got your message. Have fun on catering job. Love you. 
 
    Mom: Don’t get kidnapped. 
 
    Ha, hilarious Mom, I thought, rolling my eyes. I would text her back later. Now on to Griff. I took a deep breath. 
 
    Griff: Piper, I’m sorry I had to go out of town. I still want to talk. 
 
    Griff: Can we do dinner? 
 
    Griff: I really hope we can talk. Are you mad at me? 
 
    Griff: Gladys is at the bakery. Are you okay? Is Sam okay? Where are y’all? 
 
    Griff: I responded to the fire call at the bakery, don’t worry – everything is fine. 
 
    Griff: Please call. I miss you. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. A fire! That’s it. I dialed and listened to the phone ring. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Gladys,” I said, “What is going on, is everyone okay? There was a fire?” 
 
    “No. There was no fire,” Gladys said. “I texted you and told you everything is fine. Who said anything about a fire?” 
 
    “Griff…” I tried to explain. 
 
    “Oh good! You’re finally talking to that boy again. It’s about time.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t spoken to him. He sent a text about a fire call at the bakery.” 
 
    “Oh that, psh” Gladys said and I could picture her rolling her eyes. “Millie went and accidentally yanked that fire alarm with the broom handle, that’s all.” 
 
    “How in the world – you know what, never mind. So, you three and the Ooey Gooey are good?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, better than good. It’s been busier than church on Easter Sunday. Well, maybe not that busy but close. Victoria has been baking up a storm.” Gladys paused. “Yes, everything is great. Especially after that hunky fireman came and assured us there was no fire. And once Millie mopped up all that water from the sprinklers. Once that little hiccup ended, everything has been fine and dandy.” 
 
    My eyes widened at the thought of firemen and floodwaters in the Ooey Gooey. Relieved no real harm had been done, I still felt guilty just thinking about the work everyone must be putting in. I didn’t know what I could do for Gladys, we would have to figure that out, but I bet Sam would agree with me to give Millie and Victoria a little bonus. 
 
    “Piper,” Gladys broke through my thoughts, “you really should call Griff.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what Sam says. Y’all shouldn’t gang up on a girl like that,” I joked. 
 
    “I’ve got to run. More customers,” Gladys said. 
 
    “Okay, bye.” I hung up the phone, the screen reverting back to my message list. My thumb hovered over Griff’s name. With a sigh, I tapped the green call button and waited for him to pick up. 
 
    “Piper,” one word, a sigh. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. 
 
    “Piper, I wanted to apologize for being an idiot when your friend Landon came by, and for not finishing our conversation.” 
 
    “You had to leave for work, I understand.” 
 
    “Listen, can we make plans for dinner? Maybe Sunday night?” 
 
    “I don’t know what time we will wrap up here this weekend actually,” I told him honestly. “Maybe, if we are back to Seashell Bay by then.” 
 
    “Griffin!” a high-pitched voice broke through the background noise on Griff’s side. 
 
    “What the…. Piper, I’ve got to go,” Griff said. 
 
    “Griffin, Kendra and I have been looking everywhere for you,” another voice spoke. This one I recognized. Deidra. 
 
    “Sorry, Piper. I’ll explain later but I have to go. Bye.” Griff hung up and I stared once more at the screen in front of me. I don’t know how I expected the phone call to go, but I know that wasn’t it. Who the heck is Kendra? A picture of the woman in the yellow dress flashed through my mind. 
 
    Laughter erupted from down the beach. The volleyball game appeared to be going strong, laughter and taunts flowing freely from both sides of the net. I watched the ball being served. WHAP! The sound traveled through the air as a girl opposite Sam struck it with all her might. A little bit of sport might be just what I needed to get my mind off of Griff. Might as well see if they need another player to give someone a rest, I decided. 
 
    “Piper!” Landon called out as I approached. “Perfect timing. Danny here just went down with a sprained ankle. You up to take his place?” 
 
    “I’ll give it a shot,” I told him. I took my place in the open corner and someone tossed me the ball to serve. I tossed the ball high. As I swung my arms up to serve it over the net, I released all of my frustration into the move. WHACK! I smiled with pleasure when the ball soared past the players in the back row and gave a satisfying THUNK into the sand inside the bounds. 
 
    “Whoop!” A few cheers and a whistle split the air. Energy picked up and we spent a good half hour hitting, diving, and laughing. 
 
    “Good game,” both sides called out to each other when we finished. The side with me, Landon, and Sam ended up winning by only two points. 
 
    “We really need to get cleaned up and start prepping desserts for after lunch,” Sam said as she wiped sweat from her forehead. 
 
    Equally sweaty, I nodded in agreement. Thanking everyone for letting us join, we began the short trek around all of the cabins to ours in the back. 
 
    “Did you call?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I said. Knowing curiosity ate at Sam, it was fun to make her work for the information. I kept walking, brushing my hands along some of the tall beach grasses growing along the path. I glanced up as a bird of some kind, not very large, glided overhead. I didn’t even look at Sam, but I could feel her frustration mounting. 
 
     “And?” Sam pushed. “Did you talk to Griff?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Piper…” she glared at me. 
 
    “I also spoke to Gladys.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll bite,” Sam rolled her eyes. “What did Gladys say?” 
 
    “She said that Millie accidentally tripped the fire alarm and that the bakery has been busier than church on Easter.” I watched the information sink in as Sam tilted her head and thought about what I told her. 
 
    “So, Millie started a small fire?” she asked. I could hear the spray of gravel as she picked up her pace to get closer and hear me better. 
 
    “Nope,” I answered. “Pulled the handle with the broom.” 
 
    “How would she manage that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Honestly, I decided not to ask.” 
 
    We had arrived at the cabin, our little home away from home. I took the steps two at a time. There wasn’t much of a porch to speak of, so I unlocked the door and went straight inside. 
 
    Sam barely shut the door behind her before she hounded me with round two of the interrogation. “What did you and Griff talk about?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. She crossed her arms and I shrugged. 
 
    “Nothing? Why would you call and then talk about nothing? Did you ask him about the woman he took to lunch?” 
 
    “No. By the way, do you know anyone named Kendra?” I asked. 
 
    “I think we have a distant cousin named Kendra,” Sam chewed on her lip. “They moved somewhere up north when we were kids.” 
 
    A cousin! My jubilant heart latched onto the thought. Long-lost cousins going to lunch. That’s fine. 
 
    “Oh! I also remember a Kendra Martindale. She started out in our school, but eventually, her parents enrolled her in a prep school and fast-tracked a law degree.” 
 
    And just like that, my heart deflated. I can’t compete with a swanky, sophisticated, gorgeous lawyer. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” Sam wanted to know. 
 
    I gave in and divulged the short phone call. “Griff was joined by your mother and someone named Kendra,” I finished. “Kendra of the perky voice sounded very happy to see him,” I added with more snark than may have been required. I couldn’t help it. Evidently, jealousy wasn’t a pretty color on me. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Even if my brother did share a meal with Kendra, and Kendra is the same woman he previously took to lunch when he was supposed to be out of town on business, and even if Kendra and my mother are acquainted, I’m sure it isn’t as bad as it sounds,” Sam did her best to sound reassuring, but somehow managed to have the opposite effect. 
 
    “Let’s just go make some dessert,” I told her. “You’re right about one thing: worrying is doing me no good right now.” 
 
    We arrived back at the dining cabin by ten. The lunch caterers hadn’t arrived yet, but we did interrupt the cleaning crew. When I say interrupt, wow, did we ever! Sam and I walked in to the sound of yelling and banging noises. Rushing to the kitchen, I was nearly knocked over by a young woman as she stormed out of the kitchen, rolling her eyes at the yelling that followed her. The soft blue cleaning uniform and frumpy tan apron did nothing to hide the beauty of the black-haired woman who bumped hard into my shoulder and never looked up. Not even a muttered apology – she kept going right out the cabin door and turned down the path toward the main office and the road. 
 
    Sam and I stood in a slight shock and I couldn’t help but notice the building had gone quite silent, a stark contrast to the clamor when we arrived. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” an older woman with short, graying hair peeled herself away from the group in the kitchen. “We didn’t know you would be back so soon. Five minutes and I promise we will be out of the way,” she said with a smile. 
 
    That must be Roy’s wife, I thought. Had she been the one yelling or was it another of the younger women? What was that all about anyway? The cleaning crew had things sparkling and were out the door in less than the promised five minutes. 
 
    “That was weird,” I said as I pulled several containers of fruit from the fridge. “Did you see that woman nearly knock me down?” 
 
    “Yeah, she must have been really upset to stomp out of here like that. I think she got fired.” 
 
    “Really? Why do you say that?” I asked. 
 
    “Well,” Sam said, “I could be wrong but I thought I saw the gray-haired lady yelling at the other girl not to come back.” 
 
    “Yikes.” I shook my head. Curious as I might be, I knew it really wasn’t our business. Our business was to get the desserts going. “Who knows? I do know a lot of people who are going to want snacks and desserts later. Do you want to start your Pecan Pie Cookies while I work on baking our pie crusts and mixing up some fillings?” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Sam nodded. She fashioned herself an area for mixing on one end of the counter near the pantry full of dry ingredients. “After I finish these, how about I start on the Coconut Cream Hand Pies?” 
 
    “Perfect!” We worked in comfortable silence for an hour, the only words exchanged requests to pass certain ingredients. We weren’t going to overdo it, only five desserts for after lunch. I allowed my mind to wander as I sifted and stirred. I felt foolish for my reaction to Griff having lunch with someone – had I not agreed to have lunch with Landon soon myself? And what exactly was going on with Landon? He seemed flaky, here a moment and gone the next, popping up unexpectedly, not to mention the strange visit to a massage parlor after hours and the mysterious tube of lipstick he dropped. I didn’t know what it all meant, but I worried about my old friend. 
 
    A tapping sounded on the door frame and I looked up, surprised to find the gray-haired woman smiling at us from the dining area. I hadn’t even heard her enter. “Hello,” I said. 
 
    “Hi,” she said as she walked on into the kitchen. “I wanted to apologize again for earlier and introduce myself. My name is Alice, I’m Roy’s wife and the caretaker for The Cove’s Cabins.” 
 
    I shook the hand she offered as did Sam after wiping hers clean on a tea towel. “I’m Piper, this is Sam.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Alice,” Sam added. “Thank you for taking care of the cleaning and the dishes. That makes it much faster for us to prepare all of the desserts for this afternoon.” 
 
    “We hope everything is okay this morning?” I asked, hoping she would shed some light on the yelling match we had interrupted. Unfortunately for me, Alice didn’t appear to be a gossip. 
 
    “Yes, thank you, everything will be fine,” she said smoothly. I noticed she said will rather than is but I decided not to push the issue. 
 
    “Would you like a cookie?” Sam asked, gesturing to the rack of cooling Pecan Pie Cookies. 
 
    Smart, I thought, people always chat over cookies. 
 
    “Thank you but no, I have diabetes,” Alice said shortly, dashing my hopes again. “I also came to inquire as to what time we should come to clean after lunch and when you will need back into the kitchen before the evening meal?” She spoke kindly, but with a professional air that did not invite new friendships. 
 
    “Good question,” Sam said. 
 
    “We bake, we eat, we refill the desserts….” I used my fingers to tic things off as I thought about the day before us. “I think we could safely say we won’t need to be in the kitchen between two and four this afternoon.” 
 
    “Two it is,” Alice nodded. “Have a good day.” Without waiting for a response, she left through the dining area and out the front door. 
 
    “Okay then,” I mumbled. 
 
    “You know what that means?” Sam grinned. “Two free hours for us this afternoon. Whatever are we going to do?” 
 
    “I’m sure we will think of something,” I winked. Sam and I never had a problem finding ways to while away the time. We had a whole beach outside, plus the Griff and Landon conundrums to solve. Not to mention checking in on the girls and the Ooey Gooey Bakery, the thought sprung to mind. “Let’s be sure to call Gladys and check in again,” I said to Sam so that I wouldn’t forget. 
 
    “Good idea. Maybe things are going smoother now.” 
 
    A scratching sound at the back door startled us and Sam cracked the door open. “Hi Roy,” she opened the door further. “Come on in.” 
 
    “Afternoon ladies,” Roy said, tipping an imaginary hat our way. “I was puttering through on my golf cart and couldn’t help but smell something scrumdiddlyumptious in here.” 
 
    “Help yourself,” I told him. “We have lots of pies and pastries to choose from already: Peanut Butter Pie, Strawberry Cream Macarons, Watermelon Pie, and Pecan Pie Cookies.” 
 
    “The Coconut Cream Hand Pies are in the oven,” Sam said. 
 
    “Watermelon pie, you say? How in the world do you make watermelon into a pie?” Roy scratched his head. 
 
    “Try a slice,” Sam offered, placing a small sliver of the cold dessert on a paper plate. I handed him a fork. 
 
    Roy licked his lips after a couple of forkfuls of the pie. “I’ll be darned – I guess you can make watermelon into a pie,” he chuckled. “How do you make it so rich and creamy around all of the watermelon chunks?” 
 
    “Are you asking for our secret recipe?” Sam teased. 
 
    I laughed along with them both. “It’s simple really,” I explained. “Boil watermelon gelatin and mix with frozen whipped topping.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound hard at all,” Roy shook his head. 
 
    “No. And Roy,” I added as an afterthought. “I bet Alice could find all of the things to make it sugar-free.” 
 
    “You met my Alice then?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Sam smiled. “And she told us she was diabetic. Piper’s right though, I bet Alice could whip up a sugar-free watermelon pie if she gets a sweet tooth.” 
 
    “Maybe so, maybe so,” Roy seemed to be thinking it over. “I’d best be getting back to work now. I’ll send Alice by for the recipe if she wants it.” 
 
    We waved to Roy out the back door then returned to our stations. Sam bent to get the hand pies out of the oven while I removed cookies from the cooling rack to a large platter. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” I asked Sam after all of the cookies were plated. “We have plenty of time before I need to slice the pies to be put on individual plates.” 
 
    “If you could melt the chocolate to drizzle over the Coconut Cream Hand Pies, that would be great! I used up the chocolate I melted earlier on the Pecan Pie Cookies.” 
 
    “No problem.” I poured a bag full of chocolate chips into a glass bowl and popped it into the microwave for forty seconds. A bang came from the front door. Who in the world could that be? I wondered. Looking at the clock I saw it wasn’t quite time for the caterers to arrive yet; we had been told they would come in at a quarter to twelve and it was only half past eleven right now. 
 
    The woman from earlier, the one with the coal-black hair who had left upset, tiptoed into the kitchen. She had a backpack purse slung over one shoulder and the most delicate Asian features. No wonder the uniform hadn’t hid her beauty. Petite and exotic, she was stunning. Her eyes widened at the sight of Sam and me and she came to an abrupt stop. “Oh!” she exclaimed. “I think I left my phone earlier. Can I look around?” She didn’t wait for an answer but moved with speed to the pantry and poked around, scooting ingredients back and forth. 
 
    “We haven’t seen any phone,” I said, frowning. This woman was either very rude or simply had the worst people skills I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Okay then. Must be somewhere else,” she said. Tucking a long strand of dark hair behind her ear, she shrugged and left. 
 
    I frowned. “Who looks for their phone in the pantry?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    “What?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Nothing, I just thought that was strange. Maybe getting caught talking on the phone is why her boss yelled at that girl earlier,” I mused. 
 
    “Maybe so,” Sam said.  
 
    BANG! 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “It sounded like it was out back.” 
 
    I opened the door and was shocked to find the woman who had literally just left through the front standing outside. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “I, uh, came back because those cookies smelt so good. Think I could snag one?” She shrugged her shoulders and one side of her lip quirked into an embarrassed smile. 
 
    “Sure, I guess so,” I said slowly. 
 
    Sam appeared behind me with two cookies on a napkin. “Here you go,” she offered. 
 
    “Thanks!” the girl grabbed them and literally took off running. 
 
    “Is there a sign on the door that says ‘Please, the kitchen is open to anyone who is bored’?” Sam asked. 
 
    “I’m thinking we should have locked the door,” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Sam stood in the pantry, scooting ingredients around on the shelves. “Hey,” she called after a moment. “Where did that open bag of powdered sugar go? I thought we still had over half of one.” 
 
    I looked around the countertops. “Not out here,” I told her. “I guess we used it faster than we thought?” It came out as a question. Odd, I thought. We usually keep track of how fast we use things so we can stock back up. 
 
    “I guess so. It’ll be fine, I think the last bag should get us through tomorrow.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” I agreed. 
 
    After another minute or two of heating the chocolate, only thirty seconds at a time, it was finally melted enough to pour. I drizzled hand pies while Sam sprinkled additional coconut flakes over the top to stick in the chocolate. 
 
    “Perfect!” she beamed when we finished. 
 
    “And just in time,” I added. “Look who’s here.” We watched as a team of six carried in tables, tablecloths, and assorted metal stands. The catering company had arrived. 
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    “I’m starving!” I said for the third time since the caterers had set up all of the food. 
 
    Sam laughed. “You’ve eaten at least five cookies in the past hour. You can’t possibly be starving.” 
 
    “Come on,” I argued, “you can’t tell me all of those rich smells aren’t making you ready to quit and take a lunch break.” I put my hands on my hips and waited for Sam to deny it. 
 
    “Fine. Maybe I’m getting hungry, too.” 
 
    “Ha! I knew it.” I stuck my tongue out at Sam and grinned. “Now, let’s go get a plate and eat.” 
 
    The line of Breaking Chains employees had dwindled down to almost non-existent. Sam and I stepped behind the last two. 
 
    “What are you going to have?” Sam asked, eyeing the buffet arrangement of silver warming dishes that overflowed from the two rectangular tables. It was a self-serve setup; the caterers were to return later to do tear-down, clean-up, and collect the equipment. 
 
    I shook my head looking over the choices. Fried chicken, fried shrimp, green beans in a silky cheese sauce, skin-on garlic roasted red potatoes and bell peppers, salad greens, fluffy brown rolls, a Cajun rice, and creamy white gravy all vied for my attention. 
 
    “Earth to Piper,” Sam nudged me with her elbow. “I thought you were starving, so, what are you going to eat?” 
 
    “Everything!” 
 
    ~ 
 
    I pushed my empty plate away and groaned. “I’m so full! I’m never eating again.” 
 
    Sam hung her head and shook it back and forth with an exasperated sigh. “You didn’t have to actually have one of everything.” 
 
    “It all looked so good,” I said, crossing my arms and jutting my lip out in a pout. 
 
    “Knock-knock,” said a man, accompanied by tapping on the frame of the wide opening. Dressed in a dark business suit and geometric tie, he didn’t fit in with the rest of the group who were wearing casual jeans and shorts with short-sleeved shirts for the afternoon. 
 
    “I’m sorry, did you need something?” I asked him. 
 
    “I wondered, do you have any more of that Peanut Butter Pie?” he asked. 
 
    I didn’t even have to glance around the kitchen to know that answer. The Peanut Butter Pie had been our biggest hit. “No, unfortunately we don’t. Every last slice has been picked up.” 
 
    “Maybe you can find someone willing to trade,” Sam said. “We have a few Coconut Cream Hand Pies left still.” She handed him two plates through the opening in the wall. 
 
    “Maybe so,” he murmured a quick thanks and returned to the tables. 
 
    The front door of the cabin burst open and a strong breeze blew through the dining area. 
 
    “Storm’s coming!” Roy stood in the doorway, hollering. After several attempts, most of the dining room quieted and turned to pay attention. As the din of conversation and the clanking of silverware died down, a furious howling could be heard outside. Noise like sandpaper caught my ear as the wind tossed sand along the sides of the building in tiny spirals. 
 
    “A storm?” Sam asked. “I had no idea it was even supposed to rain today.” 
 
    The metallic ping of large raindrops pelting the metal roof began just as conversation took off again. The noise level grew outrageous as the rain strengthened and diners scurried from chairs toward the door. Where they planned to go, or why, didn’t concern me. Personally, I planned to stay nice and dry right here. Going to my cabin could wait until the storm moved on. That was the thing about the coast, storms popped up and blew in frequently. Some lasted longer than others, but most that blew through in the afternoon were small and short-lived. 
 
    “Sam, maybe we should bake more of the cookie dough from the fridge. If people are going to be stuck in here waiting out the rain, they may want more snacks.” I got up and headed to the fridge as I spoke. 
 
    “Good idea,” she nodded, also standing up. 
 
    The lights overhead flickered once, twice, three times before the kitchen and adjoining dining area were plunged into blackness. Unable to see a thing, I banged my hip on the corner of the worktable and let out a sharp cry of pain. Startled voices and a shriek or two sounded from the diners. Thin beams of sunlight flickered in and out of the windows between the rolling clouds. Dark outlines of people scuffling about, could be seen. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Sam asked me. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. May have a small bruise, otherwise no big deal.” I groped my way along the tabletop until I felt Sam’s warmth next to me and stopped. 
 
    “How long do you think the power will be out?” she asked. 
 
    “No idea. I hope not long.” 
 
    The door opened, another wild breeze stirred through the cabin, and the door banged shut. There was no way to tell in the dark if it had been someone coming or going. People began digging out cell phones, not as many as you would expect because evidently part of the wellness retreat was a break from technology; still, the few rebels in the dining hall switched on their flashlight apps and soon a fair amount of light filled the room. 
 
    Enough light to see the man face down in a slice of Peanut Butter Pie, not moving. 
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    “Kyle. Kyle, c’mon man!” a voice could be heard repeating in a panic. 
 
    Two or three others at the table noticed the eerie stillness of their dinner companion. Someone leaned in and felt for a pulse. 
 
    “He’s dead.” 
 
    Shocked whispers rippled through the crowd. A few screams shrieked above the thunder. 
 
    “Dead?” Sam asked me in a shaky voice. “Did someone say dead?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s hard to see from in here, especially without the electricity on, but I think that’s the business suit guy who asked if we had any more Peanut Butter Pie.” I gulped. It was sad to think that only moments ago I may have spoken to the deceased man. 
 
    “I wonder if he had a heart attack or something?” Sam asked. 
 
    It took around fifteen minutes for emergency vehicles to arrive and by then the rain had stopped, the winds were calming down. Someone had thankfully dialed 911 and by the time they arrived the crowd had backed away, leaving ample space between them and the body. 
 
    “Why are the lights off?” barked a round police officer as he bumped into a chair. 
 
    “The storm knocked out the power,” a woman answered. I recognized her from the volleyball game, her name was Naomi. 
 
    “The power is on all over the city. In fact, the power is on all over this place; every cabin we drove past had lights on except this one.” The officer crossed his arms as people flocked to the windows to see the surrounding cabins. 
 
    Roy shined his light on the wall and flipped the switch. On. Off. On. Off. Nothing happened. “Nope,” he said. “We’ve got no power. Let me go check the breaker box.” Roy shuffled through the dining room, skirting chairs and tables one slow step at a time, and finally made his way through the kitchen. 
 
    I followed him to the back door. “Do you need any help?” I asked. 
 
    In the dimness I saw Roy nod. “You can hold this light,” he said, handing me his phone. Outside, Roy walked several feet down the side of the cabin to a large silver box was mounted to the exterior wall. 
 
    I held the phone’s flashlight pointed at the box, trying not to shine it in Roy’s eyes at the same time. Glancing around I saw patches of light streaming from cabin windows down the path. Roy’s grumbling caught my ear and my attention returned in time to see him flipping breaker after breaker, including the large main breaker at the top. Turning my head, I saw the interior of the kitchen and dining area remained dark except for the many phones bobbing around like oversized fireflies. 
 
    Roy rejoined me in the kitchen, shaking mud off of his feet. “Don’t know why it won’t work,” he said as I handed his phone back to him. 
 
    “Me neither Roy, but we better go tell everyone.” 
 
    Sam, Roy, and I stepped into the dining area with the others. With the clouds moving on and the large windows, the room was well-lit with natural light now. Several men and women were stacking chairs to the side while another group moved tables. They all worked to clear a path for the stretcher being rolled inside to collect the body. 
 
    Sam hurried to find and bring the police officer over to speak with us. I used the few minutes of waiting to observe the room. Soft sounds of the door opening and shutting accompanied those who were trickling out to return to their own cabins or wandering to see if the storm washed up any treasures onto the beach. A handful of others remained, eyes glued to the body at the table. 
 
    Landon had been standing near the body of business-suit-guy and walked over to where Roy and I stood to get out of the way of the coroner. 
 
    “Hey,” I put a hand on his arm. “How are you holding up? Did you know him?” 
 
    Landon drew in a long, deep breath. “I did. In fact, he trained me. He was my boss.” 
 
    “Your boss?” I shook my head in the hopes that if I rattled this information around it would make sense somehow. 
 
    Before Landon could respond, the police officer walked up with Sam right in step behind him. 
 
    “Show me the breaker box,” the officer barked. Talk about grumpy, I guess this guy really didn’t like getting out in the rain or something. 
 
    Our little entourage, Sam, Landon, Roy, myself, and Officer Grumpy, trekked back through the dark kitchen. I opened the door to do the honors. The rest of us leaned out the door and watched. 
 
    “Your boss?” I whispered to Landon. 
 
    “Yes, my boss. I work for Breaking Chains but it isn’t something I advertise.” 
 
    “What?” Sam asked trying to hear. “You’re going into advertising?” 
 
    “Get inside!” Officer Grumpy suddenly shouted. “Don’t make more footprints.” He got on his radio next. “Rawlins, secure the building. The power has been cut.” Crackling and a voice came back but the words were drowned out as Roy stumbled through the doorway, out of range of Officer Grumpy’s mood. 
 
    Unfortunately for Roy, and us, the officer came right back inside. “Get back to the other room,” he ushered us. 
 
    We high-tailed it into the dining area and stood to the side where he indicated. “Officer,” I squinted and was able to pick out the name on his shirt badge, “Officer Campbell, did you say the power was cut? As in, the electricity being out was on purpose?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said gruffly before going to the center of the room. An ear-piercing whistle sounded. After Officer Campbell had everyone’s attention, he stared hard at each face, saying at last, “Nobody is to leave until after statements are taken. If someone who sat at your table is not here, you need to give their name to my deputy so we can find and speak to them as well. This death will be investigated as a potential crime.” 
 
    A crescendo of whispers broke out. 
 
    “You can’t keep us here,” an outraged voice erupted from the crowd. 
 
    “I thought he had a heart attack,” a woman a few feet from my left whispered. I lifted my hands in a gesture of who knows and shook my head. 
 
    “Form a line,” Officer Campbell said. “My deputy will take your statement on the porch as you exit. One at a time,” he emphasized. 
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    I rubbed the raised chill bumps on my arms. It was June. On the beach. On the beach in the south to be specific. It wasn’t even close to cold outside, but still, I shivered. I couldn’t stop thinking of that poor man. Dead. Murdered? I didn’t know for sure, yet the police intended to investigate all possibilities. 
 
    I had given my statement to the deputy on the porch, followed in close succession by Sam and Landon. The questions had been brief and my responses even more so:  
 
    
Did you know the victim? No.  
 
    Did you bake the desserts? Yes.  
 
    Did you serve the victim Peanut Butter Pie? No, we were out.  
 
    How did he get Peanut Butter Pie then? I don’t know.  
 
    Did you have any reason to harm the victim? No.  
 
    Did you see the victim arguing with anyone? No. 
 
      
 
    The deputy told each of us not to leave The Cove’s Cabins in case the police had any more questions. Landon made his way towards the rolling surf. Sam and I followed. 
 
    “Landon,” I put a hand on his arm. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes. No. I don’t know,” he shook his head. 
 
    “You said that man was your boss. What was his name?” I knew sometimes it helped to talk through things. I also felt more than a bit of curiosity at Landon's involvement with Breaking Chains. He certainly hadn’t mentioned it, not that we’d had a lot of time to chat since he turned up. 
 
    “Arthur. Arthur Cole was his name.” 
 
    “So, you worked for Breaking Chains?” Sam asked the obvious question for us both. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not an office employee or anything, but my team reported to Arthur.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” I told him. 
 
    “That’s the thing,” Landon said. “I didn’t even like the guy. Don’t get me wrong, he seemed like a good boss and I learned a lot from him. We weren’t exactly friends though. Breaking Chains is all about helping the victims but to Arthur, it was no more than a regular business. He didn’t have any real empathy or contact with the people we helped bring in off of the streets. The only reason he even sat at my table was that he wanted to trade desserts with me.” 
 
    “Everybody has their strengths,” Sam said with a light tone. “Maybe Arthur only felt comfortable with his skills for the business end of things?” 
 
    “I guess,” Landon conceded. 
 
    A scream, high-pitched and terrified, had us each whipping our necks down the beach to the left. A few other people heard and jogged toward a woman who kept screaming and scuttled backward in the sand like a crab as fast as she could go. She tried to stand but couldn't seem to regain her footing. She kept crawling backward, her eyes never leaving something in the edge of the waves. 
 
    "You think she saw a jellyfish or a shark or something?" I asked. 
 
    That theory evaporated seconds later. 
 
    “A body!” someone near her called. “Get the police down here, there’s a body.” 
 
    “Sam, hurry and get the police,” I told her. Our group still huddled closest to the dining cabin and she could get there fastest. She sped toward the cabin and the officers taking statements. 
 
    I took off toward the frightened woman and the body. Don’t ask me why; I spent the whole minute it took to get there asking myself what in the world I thought I could do to help. I could hear Landon’s steps thudding behind me and soon he overtook me with his longer stride. 
 
    When we got close, we saw someone attempting CPR on a woman. The figure sprawled too still, her ebony hair tangled with seaweed and spotted with sand. Up the shore a bit, the little round man who had led the prayer at lunch sat with the lady who spotted the body first. He talked soft and nodded, patting her arm every so often to try and comfort her. Given that the screaming stopped, I’d say he was doing a good job. 
 
    The man doing CPR rocked back on his heels, shaking his head in defeat. 
 
    I gasped at the first unimpeded sight of the woman’s face. I recognized her. 
 
    The girl from the cleaning crew! 
 
    Before I could react, Landon also gasped beside me. The blood drained from his face faster than water from my tub. 
 
    “Coco,” he whispered. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing. I’ve gotta go,” Landon took off running again, this time up through the cabins. 
 
    “Wait, we aren’t supposed to leave,” I tried to catch him but a pain in my side pulled me up short. Geeze, I thought holding my left hand to my ribs. I’ve really need to start exercising, this is ridiculous. 
 
    Officer Campbell and his deputy passed me on the way to the beach. They slowed at the sight of me gasping; I waved them on down to the body. 
 
    “Piper, are you okay?” Sam came alongside me and asked. 
 
    “I am. I’m not sure about Landon though.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I don’t see him.” 
 
    “That’s what I mean. I’m worried. He is acting strange and, well, I hate to think it but I’m wondering if he is into some kind of trouble.” 
 
    “How so?” Sam asked as we linked arms and settled into a much slower walk back to our cabin. The pain in my side was easing, thank goodness. 
 
    “He knew the guy, Arthur, who died in the dining cabin,” I wheeled through the worries in my mind. 
 
    “Right. He explained that,” Sam nodded. 
 
    “Turns out, he knew the dead girl on the beach, too. At least, he seemed to.” I explained about him saying ‘Coco’ before dashing off. “He became extremely upset and took off running.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Sam asked. “Do you think we need to tell Officer Campbell?” 
 
    “Not yet. I’m saying it may be time to do some digging.” 
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    “This is a terrible plan,” Sam grumbled, unbuckling her seat belt. 
 
    I looked around the parking lot of the massage parlor. “Hey, at least it’s daylight. It’ll be fine, come on.” 
 
    “Why in the world did I let you talk me into this?” she grouched. 
 
    “Don’t you blame me; I told you that you needed to let me do this alone.” 
 
    “Fat chance I was letting that happen.” 
 
    I grinned. Sam might be mad at me, but she would do whatever it took to look out for me. Even if that meant going to chat with the people at the seedy massage parlor Landon visited in the sketchy neighborhood we had vowed to avoid. 
 
    We tried to act casual as we strolled to the door. Today, the neon open sign was flashing green in the window, though the blinds were still closed. 
 
    “Do we knock or just go in?” Sam hesitated at the door. 
 
    “They say open.” I grabbed the doorknob and turned. The moment the door opened I started coughing. “Apparently,” I said trying to get my breath back, “they let you smoke in here.” 
 
    The stench in the tiny foyer area had me breathing through my mouth. I’m not an expert, having never experimented with drugs myself, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t just cigarettes polluting all of the perfectly good oxygen around us. 
 
    “Horrible idea,” Sam’s short whisper sounded harsh and she cut her eyes at me, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    I raised my shoulders in an apologetic shrug. 
 
    Sam dropped her arms and plastered a smile on her face. Knowing she wouldn’t be letting go that easy, I looked behind me. A thin Asian woman with a smooth face and tight smile approached from the hallway. 
 
    “We help you?” she asked, her accent making the words come out in quick clips. 
 
    I nodded. “We came here looking for someone,” I told him. 
 
    “You both want massage?” she pointed back and forth to us. 
 
    “No, no thank you,” I shook my head. 
 
    “Who massage? You?” she asked, her lips pursed. 
 
    I shook my head no. “No. You don’t understand…” I tried again but again he interrupted. 
 
    “You massage.” She smiled at Sam as if figuring it out. “Follow me.” With that she turned and led the way down a narrow hall, not looking back to see if we were coming. 
 
    I grimaced at Sam and tugged her down the hall, nearly trotting to catch up to the woman ahead of us. We passed two doors locked with padlocks as we went. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you,” Sam ground out between her teeth. 
 
    “Don’t say that, we have enough dead bodies.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll…I’ll do something to make you regret this day, just as soon as I think of it.” 
 
    “But look,” I tried to pacify her, “you get a nice massage. I’ll even pay for it.” 
 
    She simply glared. 
 
    Oh brother, I’m gonna get it. 
 
    We stopped at a door on the left of the hallway. The woman opened it and ushered us inside. “You wait,” she said, then quick as lightning exited and shut the door on us. 
 
    “Awk-ward,” I sing-songed at Sam, standing next to the single massage table in the room. “Want me to turn around while you undress for your massage?” I snickered. 
 
    “If you think for one minute I’m getting on that table for a massage in this health-code violating, foul-smelling, hole-in-the-wall joint, then you have lost your mind.” 
 
    I laughed out loud, couldn’t help it, the indignant look on her face, complete with upper lip curled in disgust, proved too much for me to hold it together. “You sound like Deidra,” I cracked up then put a hand to my mouth. Oops, now she might really kill me. 
 
    “I do not sound like my mother,” Sam argued. “She would never approve of the use of the word ‘joint’ in a sentence.” As we stood looking at each other, me smothering a laugh and Sam trying to remain angry, a smile tugged lightly at the corners of her lips. The absurdity of the situation won out; Sam covered her mouth to stifle her own laughter. 
 
    Two soft raps on the door preceded the entry of a much younger Asian girl with hair dyed a golden-caramel color. I couldn’t believe she worked here; if asked to guess, I would have pegged her as sixteen or seventeen years old. 
 
    “Hello!” she greeted us with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Who is here for the massage?” Her English was excellent and hardly a trace of accent could be heard. 
 
    “Neither,” I said. “We’d really like to talk about a friend of ours.” 
 
    The smile disappeared. “I’m sorry. No massage, I have to go,” she backed up. 
 
    “We will still pay for your time,” Sam assured, causing the girl to hesitate. 
 
    “Our friend, he came here late last night. We think he might be in some trouble.” I met the girl’s eyes as I spoke in a low, soft voice. I hoped to put her at ease; right now, she resembled a frightened rabbit, poised to bounce at the first sign of danger. 
 
    “I didn’t work last night,” she glanced to the door and back to us, still unsure. 
 
    “Okay, no problem,” Sam said. “Could you tell us someone who did?” 
 
    “Mamasan,” the girl whispered. “Mamasan is always here. And I think last night would have been Red and Coco on shift.” 
 
    I darted a glance at Sam; she raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Coco?” I asked. A bad feeling swirled in the pit of my stomach and I found myself leaning toward the girl, on the edge of my seat. 
 
    “Yes. But Coco isn’t here today. I think Red might be here later. I don’t know if she would talk to you.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” Sam asked. 
 
    “You can call me BeeBee,” she refused to meet our eyes. 
 
    “BeeBee,” I swallowed past the tightness in my throat. “Can you tell me what Coco looks like?” 
 
    The air-conditioner chose that moment to kick on, the loud noise as it struggled to run causing Sam and I to jump. BeeBee, I noticed, flinched and closed her eyes, making herself smaller for just a moment before she gave a slight shake and relaxed. 
 
    “Sure, yeah. Coco is beautiful, tiny, gorgeous black hair, this perfect pert little nose.” BeeBee tugged at the hem of her shirt. “Listen, my boss is gonna be mad if I’m not working.” 
 
    “BeeBee,” Sam spoke with sadness. “Coco was found dead this morning.” 
 
    “Dead?” All of the color drained from BeeBee’s face. She wrapped her arms around herself in a hug, trying to insulate herself from the news. “No, she can’t be dead. She can’t be. I told her not to leave.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    BeeBee narrowed her eyes. Her voice came out a harsh whisper and she moved closer to us, glancing over her shoulder at the door. “You said you came to ask about your friend. Now you say Coco is dead. I don’t believe it. What does this have to do with your friend? Why are you really here?” 
 
    “Like I said, our friend came here last night. We saw him enter after the open sign had been switched off,” I explained. “Today, a woman’s body turned up on the beach. The same woman had been in an argument with someone at The Cove’s Cabins earlier in the day. Our friend Landon, when he saw the body, he got upset and said the name Coco before taking off.” 
 
    “Wait,” BeeBee held her hand up for me to stop. “You said your friend’s name is Landon?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. 
 
    “Do you know him?” Sam asked, gripping the arm of her chair. 
 
    “Maybe. Kind, handsome, sandy hair?” BeeBee looked at us. At our fervent nodding she went on, “Yes, Landon came here often. He was a,” she looked upward as if searching the ceiling for a word. “Special client. Yes, he was a special client,” she smiled and this time her face softened. 
 
    I gasped, shocked and full of discomfort. ATMs. Open after dark to “special clients”. Gorgeous girls taking shifts. The overkill locks on the doors. Everything slid into place. We were in a cleverly disguised brothel! 
 
    Sam covered her mouth with both hands. 
 
    “No!” BeeBee shook her head, waving her hands back and forth. “No, he was not a happy ending client,” BeeBee clarified. 
 
    Well, I thought, now we know the nature of service the Thai Massage does indeed provide. I shuddered. 
 
    “What kind of client was he then?” I dug my fingernails into my palms, unsure I wanted the answer but needing to know it regardless. 
 
    “Landon brought gifts. He tried to help us, help the girls. He did not come for any massages.” 
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    “Okay then.” I said, sliding into the driver’s seat of my truck and locking the door. We both sat in silence a few moments, absorbing the basics of what BeeBee had been able to tell us. 
 
    “That proved to be informative,” Sam said at last.  
 
    “Are you admitting that I had a good idea?” I clutched at my heart, feigning shock. 
 
    “Nope.” Sam shook her head. “I’m just saying that maybe it is good we found out more before mentioning our concerns about Landon to the police.” 
 
    “I’m glad we were wrong about him. I feel terrible that I suspected him of being involved in illegal activities, and all because we saw him go there after closing hours then I found that tube of lipstick.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have known the phone number on the lipstick would be a hotline to help women who wanted to escape from the life of prostitution, dancing, or sex trafficking organizations,” Sam pointed out reasonably. 
 
    “True. I’m so glad to know Breaking Chains cares about the victims and provides resources and shelter to get those out who need help and have nowhere to go.” 
 
    “And I’m relieved to know it is part of Landon’s job to visit the bars, sport clubs, and massage houses suspected of trafficking every month,” Sam admitted. “I really enjoyed hanging out with him for volleyball and was really upset when we thought he came here as a client and maybe even hurt that poor Coco girl on the beach.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, none of this explains why Landon ran off so fast when her body washed up,” I cranked the truck. “I hope he turns up so we can talk to him. Right now, we have to get back in time to make desserts for after supper, assuming the retreat is still going the rest of the weekend.” 
 
    “Right.” Sam pulled out her phone. “I think that I’ll just check in on Gladys and the girls one more time while you drive.” 
 
    “Nervous?” I shot a sideways look to Sam but she held up a finger. Gladys had answered the phone. 
 
    “Hey, Gladys.” Sam’s smile stretched. “Piper and I were checking in. How are things?” 
 
    I turned the radio off. Drat. Still unable to hear Gladys’s side of the conversation, I drove quietly and waited. 
 
    Hanging up, Sam put the phone back in her purse. “The firemen were back.” 
 
    “What?!” My heart skittered in my chest. I started to pull over. 
 
    “For cookies. The firemen were back for cookies.” Sam had the grace to look guilty. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to freak you out.” 
 
    I breathed easier again. “I’m not sure we should cater weekend events in the future. My heart might not be able to take it.”  
 
    ~ 
 
    Parking by the main office on our return to The Cove’s Cabins, I grabbed the grocery sack of powdered sugar and butter out of the back seat. Sam had remembered we were running low, and we ended up with just enough time to buy them and still get back by four. 
 
    Roy and his golf cart were nowhere to be seen so we set out on foot down the path toward the dining cabin. Here and there we passed small groups of people walking. Others sat on porches of the residential cabins, talking in low voices as we passed by. 
 
    We rounded the last curve of the path and I stopped short. Bright yellow crime scene tape hung in a crisp, straight line blocked our entrance to the dining cabin and the kitchen. Honestly, I guess I should have seen that coming; instead, it took my breath away. The body. Both bodies, terrible as they were, hadn’t hit me as hard as this bright yellow beacon screaming to the world that death had been here, that evil snuck in and snuck out in the dark storm and left the rest of us to deal with the mess. 
 
    “Now what?” Sam asked. 
 
    I barely registered the sound of footsteps before someone collided into me from behind. I stumbled forward as several hands steadied me, Sam’s and those of the woman who had nearly knocked me down. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry!” The woman patted me down as if to ensure she hadn’t broken me. “I was looking at the ocean when I jogged around the corner.” 
 
    Taking a step back, I waved off her concern. “It’s okay. We shouldn’t have stopped in the middle of the path.” I searched my memory for why she looked familiar. That’s right, she’s the Dark Chocolate Chip pancake lady, the one with the tight bun in her hair. I hadn’t recognized her because now she looked disheveled and distracted as opposed to the poised figure she had presented at breakfast. I racked my brain for a name. Regina! 
 
    “No. It is my fault; I should pay more attention,” Regina said. 
 
    Just then the chaplain also came upon our little group. “It’s the delicious dessert ladies!” he exclaimed, shaking first Sam’s hand and then mine, pumping so hard I nearly dropped the bag of groceries. 
 
    My phone rang then, interrupting, and I glanced at the screen. Gladys’s name blinked on the caller ID. “I really need to take this,” I apologized to Regina and the chaplain. I took a few steps away, the grocery sack now dangling from my elbow and bouncing off my hip. 
 
    “Hello,” I answered the phone. 
 
    “Piper, hi dearie,” Gladys chirped, cheerful as ever. “Listen, I hate to bother you but Millie has an art project due Monday and not very much time to work on it since she’s working here.” 
 
    “Does she need time off?” I asked. 
 
    Sam walked toward me; Regina continued her jog going off the path and further into the dunes. I must have missed the chaplain taking his leave. 
 
    “Actually, I told her you probably wouldn’t mind at all if she did her homework on the tables here in the café,” Gladys explained. “She insisted I call and get your permission though.” 
 
    “Sure, sure. I don’t mind if she does her homework,” I became distracted from the conversation when I noticed Officer Grumpy, I mean Campbell, making his way toward us. His scowl seemed deeper than ever. 
 
    “Piper Rivers and Samantha Lowe?” he asked. Two deputies broke from his shadow and flanked us. 
 
    “Gladys,” I said. “I think I’m going to have to let you go.” I hung up the phone without waiting to see if she heard me. 
 
    “How can we help you officer?” Sam asked with a smile. 
 
    Officer Campbell’s features did not warm. Instead, he narrowed his eyes. “Did you two leave The Cove’s Cabins this afternoon?” 
 
    “Yes, but only to check on some things about our friend Landon,” Sam nodded. 
 
    Inwardly I groaned. It had been made very clear everyone should stay put. Why did I let my curiosity impact my decision? 
 
    “Landon Oliver?” one deputy asked, receiving a glare from Officer Campbell. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered. How did they know Landon’s name? I wondered. Did he come back? 
 
    “What’s in the bag?” Officer Campbell pointed. 
 
    I looked down at the now-forgotten grocery bag. “This? Just a few ingredients for baking that we stopped to pick up.” 
 
    “Mind if my deputy has a look?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I shrugged. Maybe once they’ve finished harassing Sam and me the lovely officers can move on to catching a killer, I thought punitively. 
 
    Taking the bag from me, the deputy knelt and shook it empty on the ground. 
 
    “Hey!” I moved toward him. “My butter is going to have dirt in it.” 
 
    “Sir,” the deputy ignored me. “Look at this,” he said. He slid his hands into gloves and then held up a small black cylinder, almost like an old-fashioned film canister, and opened the lid.  
 
    Officer Campbell sniffed and raised his eyebrows. The deputy nodded. 
 
    I looked at Sam; she shrugged, as much in the dark about what was going on as me. 
 
    Officer Campbell caught me unaware while I puzzled over the deputy and the canister. Wrenching my arms behind my back he said, “Piper Rivers, you are under the arrest for the murder of Arthur Cole.” 
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    “Arrest?” I shrieked. The cuffs cinched tightly against my wrists. 
 
    “What in the world for?” Sam threw her arms up. “Piper didn’t murder anyone, that’s absurd.” 
 
    “Get out of the way, lady,” Officer Campbell growled at Sam. “If you don’t pipe down, I’ll arrest you for obstruction of justice in regards to a murder investigation.” 
 
    “You have yet to see obstruction,” Sam pulled herself up ramrod straight. “But I guarantee you’re about to.” Her normal pleasant smile disappeared, replaced by more of a wicked grin that promised no good things. Shoot, her look had me worried and she was on my side. 
 
    “Do you want me to stop her?” the deputy on my left asked the sheriff. Sam stomped toward the Main Office and the road, phone to her ear before she disappeared from sight. 
 
    “Nah. What’s Miss Priss gonna do, she has to stay put like everyone else.” 
 
    I shook my head. He had no idea how determined Sam could be. 
 
    ~ 
 
    The ride to my new accommodations at the Pierson County Sheriff’s Department hadn’t taken long. Jostling around, hands bound behind me and rubbing all manner of stickiness on the seat, bracing myself to bang against the window at any moment, the ride had been unpleasant to say the least. Beyond that, I became frustrated when all attempts to reason with or ask questions of the officer or his deputy were met with stony silence. When at last we arrived, I felt relief to be freed from the tight space of the car. The feeling didn’t last. 
 
    I had no idea how long I’d been in this disgusting pit of a room but it certainly felt like an eternity. I scrunched my nose in distaste. The stench. The overwhelming smell of stale vomit, ammonia, and cleaning products that didn’t quite get the job done. I’m pretty sure my nostrils might be singed and I wished desperately for the smell of fresh cookies instead. Like Dorothy in Oz, I closed my eyes and thought to myself I’ll be out soon, I’ll be out soon, I’ll be out soon. With no ruby slippers to click, I found myself on the same concrete bench jutting out from the wall. 
 
    The woman next to me, busty and leaving nothing to the imagination, sneezed without covering her nose or mouth. I inched further away. 
 
    I supposed the fact that I’m still sitting in a holding cell is good. I haven’t been booked, yet, so there is still time for the police to realize they’ve made a mistake and let me go. God, please get me out of here, please! Lord, you know I didn’t kill anyone. Please let this all be a bad dream. 
 
    A pixie-haired woman old enough to be my grandmother padded to the holding cell and crooked a finger at me. “Rivers,” she drawled.  
 
    Or not. My heart plummeted. This is it. They’re locking me up, throwing away the key. I’ll never sleep in my bed again. Never eat another fresh, masterfully creative cookie again. I flinched at the painful thought. Maybe I could beg my way into the jail kitchen as a line cook. No, there has to be a way out. 
 
    “Ma’am,” I said to the older woman as I side-stepped a pretty angry looking teen and skirted around the woman passed out in the floor, stringy purple hair fanned out around her, drool mingling with Lord knows what other fluids on this floor as they seeped downhill toward the drain in the center of the room. 
 
    “Ma’am, I think there has been a mistake,” I said as I stepped out of the cell into a narrow corridor. 
 
    “So, you don’t want to go home with the hotshot out front that pulled strings to pick you up, that’s fine by me sister. Step right back inside, doesn’t bother me.” She waved an arm at the depressing room. 
 
    “Let out?” I asked. I stepped away from the door, putting as much distance between that horrifying room and myself as possible. “No, no mistake. I’m sorry, let’s go, I’ll follow you.” I didn’t care who the hotshot was, didn’t give it a second thought in fact. They were sending me home and nothing else registered in my brain like that one neon flashing piece of information. 
 
    “Shut your trap and come on; I don’t have all day.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to pantomime zipping my lips. Really, I’m in enough trouble, no need to push it. 
 
    “Roll doors,” the old woman yelled at a camera at the end of the hall. The metal doors in front of us clanked open about an inch at a time. 
 
    I all but walked on top of the little woman when I saw the brighter light of the reception area where intakes and releases were processed. I followed my escort to a glass window fitted with a small hole above a tray just big enough to squeeze a small purse or billfold through. I signed my name on the form when asked and accepted my telephone and wallet from the gentleman on the other side. 
 
    I was then shuffled into a short line of men and women heading for a glass door beyond which I could see daylight. It appeared to be very late afternoon; the sun sat low on the horizon. Almost free, almost out, I repeated to myself. 
 
    “Piper!” I heard my name called out the moment my feet hit the concrete steps leading to the parking lot from the building. 
 
    I whipped my head around. There. To the right, Griff bounded toward me two steps at a time. When he reached me, I simply crumpled into his arms. I didn’t know whether I cried from relief that he came to get me or shame that anyone had to pick me up from jail period; either way, tears squeezed through my eyelashes and trickled to my chin before jumping off. 
 
    “Piper, let’s get you out of here,” with a gentle tug at my wrist, Griff led me out to his truck and tucked me safely into the comfy seat. 
 
    I leaned my head back with a sigh, gathering myself. Rubbing my arms, I mentally clicked delete on the images cycling through my head; images of unkempt women, unyielding faces of guards and officers, and unidentifiable substances. 
 
    “What do you want first – a shower or a milkshake?” Griff grinned at me from the driver’s seat. 
 
    I laughed out loud. “Yes.” Warmth spread through my whole body and my heart caught in my throat. Griff knew me better than I knew myself, he anticipated my wants and my need to be distracted from my ordeal. Slow down, I tried to tell my heart. The soft flutter it gave at Griff’s answering laugh signaled there was little chance of my heart obeying. 
 
    Griff drove me to one of my favorite places, Marble Slab Creamery, for a massive milkshake mixed with toppings of sprinkles and Oreos. He ordered while I washed my hands and arms in the hottest water that I could coax out of the bathroom sink. 
 
    “So,” I asked as we headed back to The Cove’s Cabins, “how did you get me out of jail? They never even booked me, but I thought they had to do that before bail could even be posted.” 
 
    “Don’t know,” he said. “You’ll have to ask Sam. She called and told me I had to be there to pick you up and at what time; she didn’t explain a thing. Would you like to paint the picture for me?” 
 
    About an hour later, I stood under scalding water in the little cabin Sam and I shared at The Cove’s Cabins. 
 
    I had explained everything to Griff on the ride back. He had listened without interruption, the only sign of his agitation the tightening of his grip on the steering wheel and the white line forming around his lips as they pulled into a grim line. When I got to the part about Landon running off, he had muttered something too low for me to hear. 
 
    Sam wasn’t at our cabin when we arrived. My cell was dead and Griff had forgotten his in the rush to pick me up. He offered to find her while I got cleaned up. Personally, I felt like I could shower for two days and still not be clean. 
 
    I heard voices and assumed Griff had returned with Sam. I scrubbed myself once more with the loofah. Between the heat and the number of washings, my skin glowed a bright red. Time to get out. 
 
    After I dried with a towel, I braided my hair into tiny French braids and tossed on yoga pants and a t-shirt. I didn’t make it two feet out of the bathroom before Sam launched herself at me. I hugged her back, squeezing tight. “I don’t know what you did, but thank you.” 
 
    “It was nothing,” Sam said as she stepped back. 
 
    “I beg to differ.” I looked around. Griff was seated on the edge of one bunk, hunched forward to avoid hitting his head. The bed looked tiny behind his large frame. Quite an amusing sight if I had time to be amused. “Sam, seriously. How did you get me out? I thought for sure that Officer Grumpy would be arresting you for interference next.” 
 
    “I’m curious as well, oh sister of mine,” Griff raised an eyebrow. “Did you call Dad?” 
 
    I settled cross-legged on the floor; the bunk reminded me too much of the concrete bench sticking out from the wall and I couldn’t bring myself to perch on it. Sam sat down next to me. 
 
    “Did your dad get me out of jail?” I asked, flabbergasted. Sam’s parents didn’t exactly like me so the thought of help from that area shocked me to the core. Guilt began to seep in, too. Would I owe them? Oh well, it would be worth it. 
 
    “No, Dad was in a meeting and wouldn’t take my call.” Sam rolled her eyes but I saw the sting of hurt cross her face. 
 
    “Maybe he had government business,” I offered. 
 
    “It was his weekly golf meeting with buddies,” she spat. “Don’t worry about how I got you out.” 
 
    “Well, now I’m gonna worry,” I insisted. “Did you bribe someone? That’s not like you. Did you use your dad to threaten them anyway?” I sat up straighter. “Did Officer Grumpy find the actual killer?” I asked with hope. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Sam.” Griff gave her the big brother look I’d seen him use on her for years. She almost always caved. 
 
    “Fine. I called Mother.”  
 
    I gasped. Griff jerked back and hit his head on the bunk. Rubbing it he asked. “You called our mother? She hates Piper. Why would she help?” He looked at me, “Sorry.” 
 
    “I agree, Sam, why would your mom help me? What could she even do?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know who she called or what took place. I don’t think I want to know the details, but Mother always has influence in high places. It’s her favorite thing about being the wife of the mayor.” 
 
    “Back to the why…,” I prompted. 
 
    “I agreed to a favor,” Sam shrugged. 
 
    A favor. Oh my gosh! Deidra’s going to make Sam quit the bakery. Queasiness bubbled in my stomach. 
 
    “Calm down,” Sam responded to the panic evident on my face. “It isn’t anything horrible. I mean, it isn’t pleasant but I’ll survive.”  
 
    “Sam, tell us what in the world you had to promise Mother,” Griff demanded. 
 
    “Sheesh.” She rolled her shoulders and exhaled. “I have to go with them to next month’s big shindig for all of Dad’s supporters. It will be at the country club, as usual.” 
 
    “Thank goodness!” They both looked at me. “I just mean, that sounds nice and boring and quick. I thought she would have insisted you quit working at the bakery.” 
 
    “I also have to go with a date.” 
 
    “Well, still,” I drew the word out, my tone hopeful. 
 
    Shaking her head, Sam snuffed out my ounce of positivity. “It gets worse.” 
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    “How does it get worse?” I asked. 
 
    “It has to be a date of her choosing,” Sam clarified. 
 
     “Crap,” I said. “Your mom gets to set you up on a blind date? That really sucks.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t leave Piper in jail if those were the terms,” Griff joked. 
 
    I snatched a pillow off the bed behind me and chucked it at his face. 
 
    Before Griff could retaliate, loud knocking reverberated through the cabin. He held a hand out for us to stay where we were and answered the door. 
 
    “Is Piper here? Or Sam?” Landon peered around Griff. 
 
    “Come in,” Sam said. 
 
    “Boy, do we need to talk to you.” I nodded at Griff to open the door. 
 
    Landon glanced over his shoulder before following Griff inside the already cramped space. He locked the door behind him. “I need your help.” 
 
    “Not yet you don’t,” Griff remained standing, arms crossed. “You owe everyone some explanations. Piper told me you ran off when the body of the woman was discovered. Why?” 
 
    “I knew her. I worried about the other girls she worked with and I was afraid someone would connect me to her so I left to try and figure some things out.” 
 
    “Why did you come back?” I asked him. My neck pinched from craning my head to look up at the guys; I stood and Sam followed. 
 
    “I heard the police arrested a suspect. I figured it was safe now,” Landon explained. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Sam said. “The police were curious how Piper knew you when they arrested her. They seemed interested in you.” 
 
    Landon balked. “Arrested? What are you talking about? Piper, you were arrested?” 
 
    “Yeah, but Sam got me out, so it’s okay now.” 
 
    Sam grimaced. “Actually, Piper, I don’t know how to tell you this. You aren’t actually cleared yet. When they released you to Griff, they literally released you to his custody. That was the agreement Mother was able to get.” 
 
    “Why? I don’t understand. I didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    Griff cocked his head at Sam and frowned. “Sounds like you left out some details.” 
 
    “They found evidence,” Sam turned to me. “Whatever was in that little canister, the one the deputy picked up when he dumped out the grocery bag before they arrested you? They say it is poison; the same poison that laced the Peanut Butter Pie and killed Arthur Cole.” 
 
    “Wait. The pie was the murder weapon?” Landon’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Yes,” Sam nodded. 
 
    “That’s horrible,” I rubbed my temples. “I can’t believe my dessert was used to kill someone.” 
 
    “It’s worse than that,” Landon said. 
 
    “How?” Griff asked. 
 
    “That pie was meant for me; someone tried to kill me. The only reason Arthur ate it is because we….” 
 
    “Swapped!” I finished. “That’s right. I forgot Arthur wanted Peanut Butter Pie and I told him he would have to trade with someone because there were no more slices.” 
 
    “Who would want to kill you?” Sam asked Landon. 
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    Landon shook his head. One hand on his hip, he ran the other through his sandy hair and pulled in frustration. “I don’t know, at least I don’t know their name. I think I know why though.” 
 
    “Does this have something to do with Coco?” I asked. “With trying to help those women?” 
 
    “How did you know about that?” Landon glanced between me and Sam. 
 
    “We paid BeeBee a visit,” Sam said. “Actually, first we saw you at the massage parlor…” Sam and I took turns explaining how we had gone down the rabbit hole of suspecting Landon ourselves and eventually investigating at the massage parlor. 
 
    Griff looked like he might blow a gasket any minute by the time we finished. “Are you kidding me?” His hands balled into fists at his side and a vein bulged in the crook of his elbow. 
 
    I winced. “I may have left a teensy bit out on the drive home.” 
 
    “You two,” he pointed, “have no business poking around places like that. Or investigating murders; good grief! What were you thinking?” 
 
    “He’s right,” Landon chimed in. “You put yourselves in danger. The people who run Thai Massage are bad people. I think the reason someone killed Coco and wants me dead is because someone in Breaking Chains actually runs the business. At least, that’s what I think. That’s what I went to talk to Coco about last night.” 
 
    Sam walked the two and a half steps it took to get to the back wall and cracked the lone window open. “What?” she raised her arms up. “This cabin is stuffy, the talk of murder and murderers is making me claustrophobic, and we can’t exactly go anywhere else right now.” 
 
    I leaned over and tugged a cooler from the end of the bed. I passed out water bottles then Sam and I sat down on the lid. Landon took the cue and sat on the bunk opposite us. Griff leaned against the bed frame, still looking none too happy.  
 
    “Go on,” I told Landon. “Tell us why you think someone you work with is running these businesses; businesses that your organization actively tries to shut down.” 
 
    As we each listened to Landon’s story, interjecting questions here and there, the shuffling sound at the back window went unnoticed. The shadow that passed over the panes just one more in the long shadows thrown by palms as the sun descended. 
 
    Griff used Sam’s phone to call the main office and rent one of the few remaining cabins for the night before it got too late. Landon, we all decided, would bunk in there with him and try to stay out of sight.  
 
    ~ 
 
    By the time we woke, the dining cabin had been cleared for use. The crime scene tape, thank goodness, had been removed and was no nowhere in sight when Sam and I entered in the wee hours. Evidently the popular saying the show must go on also applied to corporate wellness retreats. 
 
    “Where should we start?” Sam asked. 
 
    With both hands fisted at my hips I looked around the kitchen. “Pantry,” I decided. “Let’s dump everything from the pantry first.” 
 
    Sam and I had agreed last night that whatever ingredients remained from the police search we would throw out. Between the poison and the number of people combing ingredients on a hunt for the poison, we refused to take any risks. Everything must go. Griff had already driven into town with a long list to pick up supplies for us. 
 
    “No pancakes for breakfast if Griff doesn’t make it back in time,” Sam said. 
 
    “The eggs in the fridge should be safe. And we have another package of sausage that didn’t get used in scones.” 
 
    “We could do sausage egg muffins and some omelets.” 
 
    “I think that will be perfect,” I agreed as I dropped a can of baking soda into the garbage bag we were dragging through the pantry. “It’s a shame what a waste all of this is. Obviously, the poison had to be put on just that one slice of pie because nobody else got sick.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam nodded. “Most of these ingredients are probably perfectly safe.” Sam glanced past my shoulder to the pantry door then said, dropping her voice to a whisper, “How are we going to help Landon clear his name?” 
 
    “You mean since he and Griff told us specifically to stay out of it?” I whispered back. Both men had been adamant that they didn’t want either of us in danger. “And why are we whispering?” 
 
    “I just don’t want anyone to overhear us.” 
 
    “I locked the door,” I told her without whispering. “If anyone is going to come in, they have to have a key and we would hear them first.” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “I guess we don’t have to whisper then. Anyway, we have to do something right? I mean, Landon can’t exactly be out in the open when both the police and a murderer are after him.” 
 
    “True.” We went back to working, lost in thought for a bit. “I know, let’s make a list of the people who most likely had access to poison the pie.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sam dusted her hands on her apron and took the garbage bag from me. “Go get your notebook; I know it’s here somewhere,” she laughed, always finding my list-making obsession both humorous and handy. Tying up the ends of the garbage bag, she hauled it to the back door to be collected later. 
 
    We sat down at the work island. “Let’s start with all of the people who were in the kitchen,” I said. 
 
    “Coco, though it would be strange if she tried to kill Landon when he only tried to help her,” Sam pointed out. 
 
    “Unless she didn’t want out,” I said, writing Coco at the top of the Pie Poisoner list. “And really, that means we need to put the whole cleaning crew on the list. They were all in the kitchen while we were gone, including Roy’s wife Alice.” 
 
    “I’ll see if I can get the names of the other girls from Alice or Roy,” Sam volunteered. “Speaking of, should we put Roy on the list?” 
 
    “He does have a key.” 
 
    “And he was poking around out back before he came in for dessert. Maybe we stopped him before he cut the power on his first try.” 
 
    “We still don’t have a motive for half of these people.” 
 
    “Is that it though, for the list I mean?” 
 
    “Nope,” I shook my head. “I think we need to add the people at Landon’s table. They would have been closest to the slice of pie itself after it reached Landon.” 
 
    “I hate to be Devil’s advocate,” Sam said, “but we probably need to keep Landon’s name on the list for now. He said he didn’t get along with his boss, he had access to the pie, and it seems odd that he hasn’t cleared things up with Officer Campbell if he’s innocent.” 
 
    “Ha! Like Officer Grumpy would listen to reason. Fine,” I conceded, scribbling away in my notebook. “Landon is on the list, too. I’ll get the names of others seated at his table after breakfast.” 
 
    “Whew, this is exhausting.” 
 
    “We haven’t even started the list for who might have killed Coco…” 
 
    Rattling sounded at the front door, followed by three sharp knocks. Sam and I jumped. 
 
    I put a finger to my lips. Sam nodded. Together, we tiptoed from the kitchen through the dining hall and peered out the corner of a window. I fingered the pocket knife that sat heavy in my cargo pants. 
 
    “Good grief, it’s just Griff,” I whooshed out a breath. When did I get so jumpy?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22[image: ] 
 
      
 
    Breakfast had been a somber occasion. The pancakes and sausage-egg muffins were appreciated, but conversation didn’t flourish as it did yesterday. The little round man who had been consoling the woman on the beach yesterday turned out to be the chaplain for Breaking Chains. During breakfast he stood and spoke kind words over Arthur Cole, encouraging others to come and share stories as well. It turned into a beautiful memorial with a special prayer at the end asking that the police would solve the investigation soon. 
 
    “How sad,” I muttered aloud as Sam and I stacked dirty dishes in the sink. 
 
    “Yeah, it is terrible. His coworkers all seemed like they really liked Arthur.” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head, “not that. I mean, yes, that too, but I was thinking how sad it was that nobody mentioned Coco. Besides Landon, nobody here seemed to know her. Who knows if she has family, or if they’ve been notified? I can’t get the picture of her out of my mind; tossed up from the sea like old garbage, no friends or loved ones around to mourn.” Truth be told, the poor girl’s fate struck too close to home after my harrowing escape from a madwoman on the beach only too recently. 
 
    “You’re right,” Sam’s eyes had moistened. “I didn’t think of that. It makes me more determined to figure out what happened to her and who did it.” 
 
    “Let’s leave these for Alice and her crew to clean. I’m ready to find Landon and see who he thinks might have killed Coco.” 
 
    “You go ahead,” Sam said. “I’ll try to catch Alice on her way here and find out the names of the girls who work for her.” Sam pulled a slice of Watermelon Pie from the freezer and grinned. “It’s time to make a delivery.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Griff was waiting for me on the porch of the cabin Sam and I were sharing. He hadn’t stuck around for breakfast; he said he didn’t want to be in our way. 
 
    I unlocked the cabin door and we went inside. Griff stretched his long legs out on the floor and I took the cooler as a seat again. 
 
    “They should really have chairs,” I said. 
 
    “Sure,” Griff drew out the word. “They would fit great on the top bunk.” He looked pointedly around the miniscule amount of space in the room. 
 
    I stuck my tongue out at him. 
 
    “Piper,” he leaned forward, catching my eye before he continued. “I know things have been really busy and time kind of got away from us, but I want you to know I meant what I said about you. About us.” 
 
    I wriggled around uncomfortably. Whoops! With a thud my cooler overturned and I was planted hard on the floor. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Griff asked. His lips twitched and I narrowed my eyes at his barely contained mirth. 
 
    “Chairs!” I grumbled, rubbing my sore hip. “See, we need chairs.” Deciding it was best that I stay put on the floor, I crossed my legs and took a deep breath. “Who’s Kendra?” I blurted. Whoops. That wasn’t what I had planned to lead with; really, it wasn’t what I planned to say at all actually. I felt heat creep up my neck and into my cheeks. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sure it isn’t any of my business. Sam and I saw you having lunch with some gorgeous girl with a gorgeous yellow dress, and you lied about where you were to Sam and then on the phone your mom yelled something about Kendra looking for you and Sam said Kendra was this wicked smart lawyer or something, I don’t remember, anyway then I wondered if she was your lunch date in the yellow dress.” I stopped my babbling and shrugged. “So, who’s Kendra?” I asked again. It was too late to turn back now. 
 
    Griff shook his head slowly back and forth. “Whoa. Okay, first yes Kendra has a legal background, but she decided not to go into law. And yes, she and I met for lunch a few days ago but I didn’t lie to Sam. It was work-related. You see….” 
 
    A succession of four or five light taps on the door were the only notice we had before Landon ducked in and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding,” Griff sighed. 
 
    “Sorry – didn’t want to be seen. Am I interrupting?” Landon looked down to meet our stares. 
 
    “Yes,” Griff said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “A little bit,” my clipped tone carried the frustration that I was finding difficult to tamp down. “What are you doing? I thought you were keeping a low profile?” 
 
    “I can’t just hide in a cabin for the rest of my life. We have to figure this out and I’ve been thinking,” Landon nudged me to scoot over some so he could join our little pow-wow on the floor. “I think I can narrow down who might have killed Coco.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    “A timeline.” 
 
    “A timeline of what?” Griff frowned. 
 
    The door flew open and banged into Landon’s shoulder before bouncing back. 
 
    “Oomph!” This time, the door opened much slower, inching open at a snail’s pace as Sam leaned around it holding up a shoe. “Thank gosh,” she said. “I thought someone broke in here and hit me with the door. Who did hit me with the door anyway?” 
 
    “We really have to get you outfitted with a better weapon than a shoe,” I laughed. “At least your last one had a dangerous, pointy heel.” 
 
    “You hit Landon with the door, Sis. Then it bounced off his thick head and back into you.” 
 
    Sam looked to Griff, her jaw dropping, then back to Landon. “I’m so, so, so, sorry!” 
 
    “It didn’t hit me in the head, just the shoulder; your brother’s messing with you.” 
 
    “Come on in and shut the door,” I told her. 
 
    Landon scooted around so Sam could squeeze in between us and Griff scooted closer to me, away from Landon, and placed a warm hand on my knee. My stomach flip-flopped. 
 
    “What did I miss?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Landon was about to tell us how he narrowed down the suspects for Coco’s murder.” 
 
    “And who they are, hopefully,” Griff added. 
 
    “Good.” Sam nodded. “After that I’ll tell you about the girls working for Alice.” 
 
    “Alice?” Both men shared a puzzled look. 
 
    I waved them off. “Landon, hurry up and tell us. Sam and I still have to go back and make desserts for lunch. 
 
    “Yeah, some of us are actually working,” Sam shot Griff a pointed glance. 
 
    I held a hand up between them, like a ref making a call. We didn’t have time for that trail of thought. “Landon?” I prompted. 
 
    “Okay, here’s the deal.” He unfolded a sheet of paper with scratches and lines of ink scribbled all across it. “I began to notice a few months ago that the feeling of our assignments started changing.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Griff said. “Can you explain these assignments first. What is it that you or Breaking Chains actually do? I’m trying to understand why you would be in that massage parlor Piper described and still give you the benefit of the doubt, but it doesn’t sound like a place where legitimate businesses would go to me.” 
 
    “Let me give you the summary version: Breaking Chains is mission focused on two things. First, raise awareness of human trafficking. Second, put an end to it. They do this through intervention, outreach, and restoration. Intervention involves prayer teams and data reporting, but that isn’t the team I’m with. Restoration is a follow-up service providing housing, education, and resources to women, children, and even men who are able to get out of the trafficking world and that comes later. The part I’m involved with is the second part: outreach. As an outreach team, members get out on the streets, in the cantinas, or other businesses that are suspected of using trafficked victims for business. We hand out cards or gifts to earn trust, often the gifts have a hotline phone number that can be called if they need someone to help them get away from a pimp or boss safely.” 
 
    “Like the lipstick,” Sam said. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I had heard about the Thai Massage in one of the online sites where discreet advertisements are often placed. I’ve been going there on my own for the last two weeks trying to establish trust with some of the girls so I could get more information on who owns it. I’m tired of releasing one fish to have seventeen more scooped up in a net; helping one or two women escape is great but as long as there is a market for sex or cheap labor the demand continues to be met.” 
 
    “Back to the timeline because speaking of time we are seriously running out of it here,” I said as I looked at my phone. “What changed to make you suspicious about your coworkers or teammates?” 
 
    “Well,” Landon said, “I didn’t actually think anything of it at the time, it’s just been the last few weeks that I’ve started to wonder. At the beginning of my career with Breaking Chains, when we participated in the outreach groups, we were talking to fifteen or twenty women a night on the street or five to six in the massage parlors. The few cantinas we went into were eager to sell the cerveza especial de la casa, the house special beer, for a premium price which really bought you time with the waitress. After time though, we were able to reach less and less people.” 
 
    “You don’t think it was because you were getting recognized, that maybe word spread on the street that you were slowing down business?” Griff asked, rubbing a hand along the stubble of his jaw. I could tell he wanted to think everything through and be thorough. 
 
    “Actually, that is what I thought in the beginning,” Landon nodded. “Then it continued even when we went to new places, new cities.” 
 
    “And you think the establishments had been warned about you?” I asked. 
 
    He gave a nod. “I’ve been going over the teams to find a pattern and I think I finally did.” 
 
    “Does it narrow the list of people down? Because, so far, all Piper and I have done is managed to grow the list of suspects,” Sam pushed red and blonde strands of hair behind her neck. 
 
    “Yeah, it does. What I noticed is that six particular people were hired within two weeks of our outreaches going south.” 
 
    “Six people? That seems like a lot to hire at one time,” Sam frowned. 
 
    “Breaking Chains underwent a major expansion; these people came onboard during that time.” 
 
    “Who were they?” I leaned forward across our little circle, trying to see what Landon had written on his timeline sheet. 
 
    “Minnie Hitchens, Chaplain Mark Moore, Arthur Cole, Regina Wilson, Jerry Jackson, and August Mitchell.” 
 
    “I guess we can rule out Arthur from poisoning his own pie,” Sam made a checking motion as if eliminating one name from our long list. 
 
    “What about of killing Coco?” Griff asked. “We don’t actually know which of them was killed first; maybe Arthur killed her and couldn’t live with the guilt.” 
 
    “Urrr,” I grumbled and slapped Griff on the leg. “We are trying to make this easier to figure out, not harder!” 
 
    He raised his hands and sat back in mock surrender. “Just sayin’.” 
 
    “I think we’ve met Chaplain Mark and Regina, unless there are a lot of Regina’s you work with?” I waited a second and continued after Landon shook his head in the negative. “That is still a lot of names. Did you narrow it down any further?” 
 
    “Slightly. I do think we can eliminate Arthur. Besides being killed himself, he was strictly a business guy and the best business is for Breaking Chains to have a higher tally of individuals helped, not lower. Often contributions are a large part of our operating budget. With no statistics showing we do good then no more contributions would be coming in.” 
 
    “Down to five,” Sam, smile fixed firmly in place as usual, clapped her hands. “Who else can we cross off?” 
 
    “To narrow down those five, I started thinking about the places we went that had little to no people around for us to make contact with and who our team consisted of at those times. Those particular missions always involved me and two other team members who have been with me for years, Chaplain Moore, and Regina Wilson.” 
 
    “But you don’t think there is any way it could have been the other two team members? Just because you’ve known them a long time?” 
 
    “No. I don’t think it could be them for several reasons. Besides working with them for years before the weird slow down of interventions, one of them had a niece who was a sex trafficking victim and the other retired a month ago.” 
 
    “Okay, so we’re down to you, Chaplain Moore, and Regina Wilson as suspects.” Griff ignored the annoyed look I shot him for lumping Landon back into the suspect pool. “Tell us about their roles in the company.” 
 
    Landon quickly summarized the jobs of the two: Chaplain Moore was one of three chaplains who provided prayer and support for the emotional well-being of both the teams and the victims and joined in on many intervention outreaches; Regina coordinated tips and leads and funneled them into action-plans for intervention missions, assigning them to teams. 
 
    “Chaplain Moore is pretty private; he doesn’t talk about himself or his past. He only comes into the office to prep and leave on interventions, otherwise we don’t really see him.” Landon continued, “Regina on the other hand is outspoken, gregarious, well-liked by coworkers, and a workaholic.” 
 
    “Sam, didn’t you say something about your list from Alice?” I asked. “Yikes, and hurry! We have to go make desserts for after lunch.” 
 
    “Alice said she gets the girls who are on the cleaning crew from a service. She says often she gets new ones every two or three weeks.” 
 
    “What service?” Griff asked. 
 
    “Is that how Coco came out here?” Landon grabbed Sam’s arm. “You both said she was working with the cleaning crew when you saw her, right?” 
 
    “That’s right. Alice couldn’t remember the name of the service. Look, Piper is right. We really have to get back to the kitchen,” Sam stood followed by Landon. He paced in small, tight strides, rubbing his neck. 
 
    Before I finished unfolding my legs from their cramped position, Griff was extending a hand out to me. I took it and he pulled me gently to my feet. “Please, be careful,” he whispered against my hair before letting me go and taking a step back. 
 
    I nodded. Speech had deserted me again. I decided that was due to being tired and having too much murder on the brain; obviously, it had nothing to do with the proximity of Griff, the warmth I could feel emanating from him, or the tingle of awareness singing my skin where his hand had been. Nope, not that at all. 
 
    Before Sam and I got the door open, Landon’s pacing stopped short in front of us and he pulled us together into a hug. “Thank you. Thank you for believing me and for your help.” With a kiss to my cheek and a squeeze of Sam’s shoulder he let us go. 
 
    I won’t lie – I high-tailed it out of there faster than a barefoot kid on hot asphalt; I could all but feel Griff seething and didn’t plan to stick around for the fireworks. 
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    Sam and I were taking the last Fudge Pie out of the oven when Alice knocked on the back door. 
 
    “Hi, Alice,” I held the door open. “Come in. Is there something we can do for you?” 
 
    The front door banged open and voices trickled our way. Alice’s eyes darted through the opening from the kitchen to the dining hall and shook her head with such violence I worried she would get a headache. 
 
    “No. No, I can’t talk here.” Looking past me to Sam she said, “I remembered something. Meet me at your cabin at two-thirty.” Turning, Alice scurried off without another word. 
 
    “She seemed rattled,” I closed the door and looked to Sam who nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Much more nervous than when I spoke to her earlier.” 
 
    “Strange. I guess we have to wait to find out why,” I sighed. “And we better get these desserts out to the dessert table before we have a riot on our hands.”  
 
    I could see that the line had moved quickly through the lunch buffet and was now clogging at the dessert table where we had only set out a plate of Ooey Gooey Butter Cookies and Cinnamon Apple Mini Tarts. Carrying the remaining desserts out on an oversized sheet tray, we placed them on the table to a smattering of applause from those waiting. 
 
    Sam played along, first with a bow and then a curtsy that would have impressed the queen. Seriously, who knows how to curtsy? Most likely Deidra had included charm school in Sam’s childhood somewhere along the way. 
 
    “Thank goodness,” someone drawled. “We thought something terrible might have happened to you.” 
 
    I scanned the faces, but a crowd was elbowing its way into reach of all the desserts by now and heads bobbed in and out of view. The voice sounded familiar, but I’d only been around these people for a day now. Regardless, I brushed at the chill bumps creeping up my arms. Concern wasn’t the emotion I heard laced through the benign words. 
 
    ~ 
 
    At a quarter after two, Sam and I were stretched out on our separate bunks waiting for Alice to arrive. Team building activities had resumed for the employees of Breaking Chains. Griff, after much insistence from both of us, had agreed to go back to work. He had several meetings scheduled even though it was a Sunday. Landon went with him to stay off of the police radar. 
 
    “Who do you think it might be?” Sam asked aloud. 
 
    There wasn’t a doubt what she meant. “I’m not sure,” I told her. Tracing lines in the bottom of the bunk above my head with my finger, I considered everything we knew. “Alice had opportunity to plant poison in the kitchen, but I can’t see a motive. Coco shouldn’t have wanted Landon dead if he were trying to help her, but even if she did, how did she get killed herself at the same time? Too bad the sheriff won’t share the time of death with us so we could rule her out.” 
 
    “Yeah, I really think it had to be someone close to Landon and the pie during the blackout.” 
 
    I smacked myself in the forehead. “I knew I forgot something. Sam, I completely forgot to ask Landon who specifically sat at his table.” 
 
    A knock, timid and small, sounded at the door. 
 
    “That must be Alice,” Sam stretched before getting off of her bunk to answer the knock. 
 
    I sat up, too. “What’s that smell?” I asked wrinkling my nose. It was kind of an acrid, smoky scent. Too late, I saw writhing gray fingers of smoke reaching under the door. “No! Sam don’t…” 
 
    Sam turned the knob and cried out in pain. I pulled her back as she opened the door and a whoosh of flames licked towards her. Cradling her palm, the flesh rapidly turning fire-engine-red, she kicked the door shut. 
 
    “What do we do now?” she cried. “That’s the only door. Shouldn’t we just try to get through it?” 
 
    “And catch our clothes or hair on fire? No, thank you.” I looked around. The room was filling fast with smoke. Shouts could be heard outside. Thank God! Someone noticed the fire. 
 
    “Piper!” Sam’s shriek ended in a cough. “We can’t stay in here. There’s too much smoke.” 
 
    I dashed to the bathroom and soaked two rags with water. “Here, put this on your mouth and nose,” I said handing one to Sam. Maybe binge-watching Chicago Fire will pay off after all. 
 
    “God, please, please get us out of this cabin,” Sam prayed through the rag as tears rolled down her face. 
 
    My eyes burned from the smoke and were watering as well. “The window!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The window; we can go out the window,” I pointed to Sam, lowering the rag for a split second so she could understand me. 
 
    I knelt to give Sam a boost. I ached for my friend as she gasped in pain, the sharp sill digging into her burnt hand. There was no room to pull a leg over, no chance for a graceful exit. Sam toppled out headfirst and rolled to the side. 
 
    My turn. I inhaled through the wet rag and dropped it, holding my breath against the burning in my lungs. I pulled myself up and wriggled my hips through the window. It was a tight squeeze since this tiny cabin came with an equally small window. Sam reached up to me and tugged. We crashed into the ground below and lay there panting. I closed my eyes and breathed in the fresh air. 
 
    I heard voices and then felt hands on my elbows. Opening my eyes, I found Chaplain Moore and Roy trying to help Sam and me to our feet. 
 
    “Is Alice in there?” Roy’s voice shook. “She said she was meeting you two and I can’t find her; is she still in there?” 
 
    “She wasn’t inside,” Sam patted Roy’s arm reassuringly. 
 
    “We never saw her,” I told him. Something in the back of my mind bothered me, besides my cabin being set on fire, something small that I couldn’t put my finger on. 
 
    “Thank heavens and the Almighty for that. Nobody was harmed.” Chaplain Moore bowed his head. “We will find your wife,” he spoke to Roy. 
 
    “Sam’s got a pretty bad burn actually,” I said. 
 
    “Let me see that.” Roy turned her wrist over and took in the sight of the angry red skin. “Come on, I’ll take you to get this patched up.” He led her to the golf cart parked on the trail just a few feet away where he pulled out a first aid kit. 
 
    Back on my feet, I walked with Chaplain Moore to the front of the cabin. 
 
    “Well, well, well. What do we have here?” Officer Campbell sighted in on me right away. “Burning evidence, Miss Rivers?” 
 
    I couldn’t respond. My breath caught and my gaze locked onto the charred and blackened front of our cabin. Most of the porch had burnt through, leaving yawning holes. The front wall itself had sustained damage about three-quarters of the way up to the roof but still stood erect. 
 
    “Now Officer,” Chaplain Moore’s voice next to me was startling. I hadn’t realized he stayed with me. I turned my face back to the two men. 
 
    “I witnessed these young ladies escaping out the back window. You can’t possibly think they could have set the fire on the porch and purposefully trapped themselves inside? That’s preposterous.” 
 
    “So, the fire was set?” I asked. I couldn’t imagine any other way for it to start, but the thought still disturbed me. “Why did it burn only part of the front? Oh my gosh!” The niggling feeling finally burst through in a complete thought. “Officer Campbell, we heard someone knock on the door right before we saw the smoke. Was anyone hurt?” I glanced on the porch and bent to look under the porch at the ash and debris on the ground. 
 
    A small crowd was gathering. “We didn’t find anyone out front.” Officer Campbell gestured for me to walk with him. “I need to ask you some questions and I’d rather not do it with an audience. You say you heard someone knock?” he asked as we separated ourselves from the group. I watched as Chaplain Moore poked around the burnt areas, moving debris with his shoe, sniffing the wall. 
 
    “Mmhmmm,” I mumbled. “Officer, shouldn’t you stop him from contaminating the scene or something?” I didn’t like the idea of one of our top suspects messing around with the evidence from the fire. 
 
    “Who? Moore? He’s a licensed fire inspector.” 
 
    “I thought he was the chaplain?” 
 
    Officer Campbell just nodded. “He is. He also showed me his license as a fire inspector. Worked for a fire department for years before becoming a chaplain, evidently.” Pulling out a notebook, he snapped his fingers at me. “Back to my questions.” 
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    “You mean Officer Grumpy thinks that whoever knocked on the door set the fire?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I sipped my lemonade and leaned forward to rest my elbows on the cold work island in the kitchen of the dining cabin. We had one more round of desserts to make, a killer to catch, and no cabin to call home-away-from-home for the rest of the day. “Though I think he was disappointed he couldn’t pin this on me somehow.” 
 
    “That reminds me! Griff was going to talk to Mother and see if she knew what was in that little black canister. Call him and let’s see.” 
 
    “Right now?” I asked. “Oh no!” I rolled my eyes upward. “I completely forgot to tell you that I slipped up and asked Griff who Kendra was.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “He didn’t get to…we were interrupted…by Landon!” I snorted remembering the look on Griff’s face. 
 
    “No, he didn’t!” Sam slapped the table. At my nod she burst into laughter but sobered quickly. “Uh-oh. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to leave them alone.” 
 
    I finished my lemonade and put the glass in the sink. “You want to walk the beach? I think better when I’m moving. I can call Griff while we walk.” 
 
    “Yep, let’s go.” 
 
    “Hello?” Griff answered on the first ring. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Sam’s with me; I have you on speaker. She said you were going to see if Deidra knew what was in the canister that the police used as cause to arrest me.” 
 
    “Yep. She knew. Piper, I have to tell you something though. You know my mother never does a favor for free.” 
 
    I gulped. 
 
    “Do you have to go to the country club dinner, too?”  Sam leaned over my phone to ask. 
 
    “Worse.” 
 
    “Why do you people always say worse?” My voice rose an octave as bad feelings unfurled inside of me. “Just tell us, what did your mother require of you?” 
 
    “That I escort Kendra to the Independence Day Parade.” 
 
    “Good grief!” Sam’s eyes rolled upward. “The woman is diabolical.” 
 
    I heard Landon in the background over Griff’s phone saying, “I have really got to meet this woman. The way y’all talk about her, I keep getting flashes of Cruella Deville.” 
 
    I snickered. He had a point, though Deidra would rather be dead than have any white in her hair. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Piper. This doesn’t change a thing for us, I promise.” Griff’s voice rumbled low. 
 
    I swallowed. It could have been worse; I had fully expected Deidra to tell Griff to stay away from me, but I guess the woman knew she had a few limits after all. “It’s fine; it’s done,” I snapped. “Tell us what the canister contained.” 
 
    “Cyanide. Arthur Cole was poisoned and the cyanide in the container is a match to what was found on the Peanut Butter Pie and in Arthur Cole’s system.” 
 
    “But I’d never seen that container before in my life!” 
 
    “That’s the only thing keeping you out of jail right now, besides mother of course; there were none of your prints found on the container. In fact, there were no fingerprints whatsoever.” 
 
    “Still, if that cyanide was used by the murderer, then someone is actively trying to set me up.” I shook my head. “Landon, I forgot to ask you, who all sat at your table that could have easily reached the pie with the cyanide?” 
 
    “Let me think.” A few seconds of dead air passed before he startled. “Two of the people on my suspect list timeline sat at that table. I can’t believe I didn’t realize it before!” 
 
    “Who?” Sam grabbed my wrist and pulled it and my phone closer, listening closely for the names. 
 
    “Both Chaplain Moore and Regina sat at the table with us.” 
 
    Sam gasped. “Piper, are you sure we should stay here instead of going home? The police can figure this out. With the canister and then the cabin fire, plus Chaplain Moore poking around the burnt areas – it’s just getting really dangerous, you know?”  
 
    “What cabin fire?” Griff asked. 
 
    By the time we hung up the phone, Griff and Landon were demanding we leave and go home. Landon apologized for getting us involved and told us to forget all of it. 
 
    “Let me guess, they’re on the way here?” Sam asked after I gave the guys our answer. No way were we leaving. Our catering contract wasn’t up, plus we had to be close if we were making the killer this nervous. 
 
    “Yeah. It’ll be a miracle if Griff doesn’t get multiple speeding tickets heading back out here. I figure we have two, maybe three, hours max before they show up beating their chests and trying to drag us away.” I rolled my eyes and grinned. The mental image of Griff as Tarzan wasn’t too bad. 
 
    “Talking about the fire reminded me: I sure hope Roy finds Alice.” Sam interrupted my daydreaming. “I’m worried about her,” she chewed on her bottom lip. “What if, on her way to see us, Alice saw whoever set the fire and they took her?” 
 
    “Maybe we should go visit Roy and see if he’s had any news.” I looked at my phone. “We still have forty-five minutes before we need to start baking anyway.” 
 
    We turned back to the direction we had come from. The wind, no longer at our backs, whipped sand and salty spray into our faces. I shielded my eyes. “I hope there isn’t another storm coming this weekend.” 
 
    “The skies look clear all around,” Sam scanned the horizon. “I don’t think I can take any more excitement of any kind either.” 
 
    Mere minutes of walking brought us to the larger cabin that Roy and Alice shared on the property. We had seen his golf cart parked there in passing several times, as the cabin was near the main entrance. 
 
    “His golf cart is here,” I pointed. “Maybe Alice is home with him; I think I hear voices.” 
 
    The voices grew louder, raised in shouting. Sam cringed. “Maybe we should come back later?” 
 
    I stood, hesitating, I really wanted to be sure Alice was okay. At the same time, if they were fighting, they probably would be embarrassed to have an audience. 
 
    All of a sudden, the voices stopped. The door of the cabin was thrown open and it was too late to leave. Sam and I gasped. Alice was not the woman who appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Hello!” Regina’s smile stretched wide. “I was just visiting with Roy here about how to fix a leaky faucet. Are you having problems, too?” 
 
    “Nope,” Sam squeaked. 
 
    Regina narrowed her eyes. Grasping at straws for a plausible reason to be at the maintenance man’s cabin, I blurted, “We just came to see if Alice wanted anymore Watermelon Pie.” 
 
    “Oh? I’d love to try some of that.” 
 
    “We don’t have it right now. We were checking in so we knew how much to make.” 
 
    “Pity.” Regina sniffed. “I’ve got to run. Roy, thank you for your help. I really hate leaky faucets.” 
 
    Roy remained silent, only nodding from the doorway and not quite meeting Regina’s gaze. 
 
    “We don’t need anymore pie,” Roy said to us as we attempted to squeeze our way inside. The door shut in our faces and I swear Regina smirked. 
 
    “I guess I didn’t miss out on anything fabulous after all. Watermelon in a pie does sound strange.” Regina smiled and waved. “Bye ladies.” 
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    “I wonder where Landon and Griff are,” Sam mused as she licked the last bit of chocolate off her fingers. 
 
    Our arrival back at the dining cabin had interrupted the cleaning crew; Alice had not been among them. By now, the dinner crowd had come and gone and there had been no sign of the guys. 
 
    “I really expected them back by now,” I agreed. Sam and I sat in lounge chairs up amongst the dunes, staring at the ocean as the sun began its descent toward the waves. 
 
    “Did you try calling them?” 
 
    “Yes. Straight to voicemail on both phones.”  
 
    “Maybe they stopped for gas. Or to eat.” Sam tossed out options but we both knew it didn’t feel right. 
 
    “Come on,” I stood up and grabbed my flip flops from beside the chair, holding onto them as I marched back through the cluster of cabins and up the trail. 
 
    Sam, God bless her, didn’t even hesitate. After keeping stride with my determined pace in silence, she finally asked. “You want to tell me where we’re going in such a hurry?” 
 
    I slowed and she took the opportunity to slide her shoes onto her feet. “We are going to talk to Alice. She has to be home by now, surely.” 
 
    Knock, knock, knock. 
 
    Nothing. No answer. 
 
    “There’s a light on inside,” Sam stood on tiptoe and tried to peer through the gingham curtains. 
 
    Bang. Bang. Bang. I beat on the door harder. Come on Roy, Alice, open up. The knot of worry in my stomach was expanding like bread left to rise. 
 
    At last, the door opened and Roy hustled us inside. Locking and sliding the bolt behind us, he glanced out the curtained window before turning to us. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing here?” he demanded in a whisper. “Haven’t you caused enough trouble?” Gone was the kind tour guide we met yesterday morning. Roy was angry. His hands shook. 
 
    “Roy, we need to talk to Alice.” 
 
    “Is she here?” Sam added, looking around. 
 
    Following Sam’s gaze, I took stock of the cabin’s interior. A haphazard stack of dishes filled the sink. How they hadn’t toppled over already I couldn’t guess. Dirt and sand dotted the floors. Either the woman in charge of the cleaning crew didn’t believe in bringing work home with her, or she hadn’t been back home this afternoon. 
 
    “Roy. Where’s Alice?” I asked again. 
 
    His face crumpling, Roy stumbled to the well-worn couch and sat down, burying his face in his hands. “I don’t know,” came his muffled reply. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    We moved closer to Roy and Sam took the seat next to him. After scooting down a plethora of magazines and knickknacks, I perched on the coffee table directly in front of Roy. 
 
    Reaching out a hand to his arm, I said in a quiet but firm voice, “Roy, you have to tell us what is going on. Who has who? Is Alice okay? We never heard from her after she was supposed to meet us. We want to help.” 
 
    “You can’t help.” His shoulders shook as he took a deep breath. “Alice is in danger if I tell anyone.” 
 
    “Who is she in danger from?” Sam’s eyes grew alarmed. “Roy, who has Alice. Is she okay?” 
 
    “Who threatened you? If you tell us, we can try to help.” 
 
    He pulled away and shook his head. “I can’t.” 
 
    I decided to try a different tactic. Pulling out my phone, my fingers sped over the keys until I found what I wanted. Turning the screen to Roy, I showed him the first photo. “Was it this man?” I bit my lip, waiting.  
 
    Roy’s response surprised me; I had been so sure. “No,” he said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Disappointed but determined, I closed the profile picture of Chaplain Moore and scrolled through Breaking Chains’ website until I found the next photo. “Was it her?” I asked, flipping the phone back to face Roy. 
 
    This time he didn’t speak; he didn’t need to. Roy flinched backwards and color drained from his face. 
 
    “Roy,” Sam spoke, “Regina wasn’t here to talk about leaky plumbing today, was she?” 
 
    “No. That woman came here furious, wanting to know if Alice had told me what she wanted to talk to you two about today.” 
 
    “Did she?” I leaned forward. 
 
    “No. No, she didn’t tell me a blasted thing, though I tried to get her to. Alice has been nervous all weekend though, ever since that poor man died.” 
 
    “That’s understandable,” Sam said. “Death makes many people uncomfortable; murder is even more frightening to consider.” 
 
    “Back to Regina,” I licked my lips. “Roy, did she say where Alice is at?” 
 
    Shoulders slumping, Roy swiped at a tear on wrinkled cheek. “No. She just said that if I wanted Alice back, I better keep my mouth shut. Leaky faucets, she said, get plugged.” 
 
    “We have to go to the police,” Sam didn’t get the words from her mouth before Roy jerked violently. 
 
    “No!” He stood and glared at us. “Don’t you dare. I don’t know how you figured things out about Regina, but don’t you dare tell the police and put my Alice in danger. Get out. Get out!” He waved his hands at us and advanced. 
 
    Sam nearly overturned the coffee table in her haste to get away from the shouting maintenance man. We hurried from the cabin and down the trail, at last stopping to catch our breath on a small bench. 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “Huh?” I leaned back on the bench, my mind reeling. 
 
    “How did you know it was Regina? We had so many suspects.” 
 
    “I didn’t know. I honestly thought Chaplain Moore to be the guilty party. He sat at the table where Arthur Cole died, he was present at the beach when Coco’s body was found. Heck, he dug all around our porch and I just knew he must be burying evidence.” 
 
    “Then why Regina?” 
 
    “When Roy had no visible response to Chaplain Moore, I tried Regina because she had been at the cabin earlier and it felt odd. Plus, she and Moore were both around right before the police searched the grocery bag and found the poison.” 
 
    “You think Regina dropped it?” 
 
    “She either dropped it or put it in my bag on purpose.” 
 
    “Wow. What now?” Sam fiddled with the hem of her t-shirt. 
 
    “Now we find Griff and Landon,” I stood and stretched. “Maybe they are back and went to the dining cabin.” 
 
    A trip to the dining cabin proved fruitless, as did a walk to the cabin the guys had shared last night. 
 
    “Nobody is here,” Sam said as I pounded on the door for the third time. 
 
    “Let’s call them.” 
 
    “You’ll have to. I let my battery die so I wouldn’t have to get any more texts from Mother with prospective date photos for the dinner.” 
 
    Leaning against the cabin door, I punched call beside Griff’s contact picture, a photo I had snapped of him biting into a giant cookie. 
 
    “Hello,” a feminine voice cackled. “I just knew you would call. Listen carefully.”
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    “Who is this?” I snapped. The hairs on the back of my neck stood as the speaker laughed the answer back at me. 
 
    “It’s Regina,” I hissed to Sam in a whisper, covering the mouthpiece. Sam leaned her head against mine to listen. 
 
    “Regina, where is Griff? And Alice?” 
 
    “I’ll ask the questions here,” Regina barked over the phone. “What did Alice tell you?” 
 
    “Nothing. We never got to speak with her. Did you set the cabin fire?” 
 
    “Aren’t you a smart little cookie; if you keep your mouth shut, then nobody has to get hurt.” 
 
    I could feel my blood boiling. “Nobody else, you mean? Last time that I checked, two people are dead.” 
 
    “And isn’t that unfortunate. Unless you want it to be your boyfriends here, you’ll do as I say.” 
 
    She must have Landon too, I realized.  
 
    Sam grasped my hand and I squeezed back. “What do you want, Regina?” I asked. 
 
    “I want you to go bake your crummy desserts tonight and act normal. Don’t go poking your nose where it doesn’t belong. Tomorrow, I’ll send instructions where you can find your friends and that idiot cleaning woman with the big mouth.” Regina hung up without waiting for a response. 
 
    I tried calling again but got an error message. “She must have turned the phone off,” I told Sam. 
 
    “If she is going to release Griff, Landon, and Alice tomorrow, then that must mean she has a way out tonight. She is planning on getting away with the murders.” 
 
    “Come on. We have to go bake.” 
 
    “What?!” Sam’s jaw dropped and she looked at me like I had lost my mind. 
 
    “You heard Regina. She specifically said we have to make desserts and pretend things are fine. What if she has someone here watching us? Or she shows up herself? We don’t want to put the guys in more danger if we can prevent it.” 
 
    “Urghh.” Sam growled and stood. Stomping off down the path she called over her shoulder, “This is stupid you know. Stupid. We have to do something about this and for once cookies are not the answer.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    I sprinkled the last few lines of blue sanding sugar onto the plates, arcing it up and down to give the appearance of waves. “Are the Mini Seashell Cakes ready to be plated?” I asked Sam without looking up from my work. We had gone to the kitchen to bake, as instructed. I wouldn’t risk going against Regina; the outcome for Griff and Landon was too unpredictable. 
 
    A long pause filled the air before finally she answered, but not as I expected. “I’m really worried.” 
 
    “About the cakes?” 
 
    “No. About Griff and Landon. Alice too for that matter.” 
 
    “I’m thinking of a plan. First, we have to get through dessert tonight. Are the cakes ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sam grumbled. She brought over a tray of cooled and frosted cupcake-sized personal cakes, each decorated to look like a seashell. 
 
    These would be our star dessert tonight. They have to be just perfect. I arranged and re-arranged the Mini Seashell Cakes up on the platter to appear as if the waves washed them to shore.  
 
    “Tell me. What exactly is the plan?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Pray.” 
 
    Sam nodded and did just that. Whispering, she began. “Father in heaven, we don’t know what to do or where to find our friends. Please help us; please protect Griff, Landon, and Alice. Please help us find them.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Regina did not show up for dinner or dessert at the wellness retreat that evening as far as Sam and I could tell. I peeked around the doorframe once more. “I still don’t see her.” 
 
    “Do you think she already fled the area?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe. Are you ready to go?” We skipped dinner; neither of us had an appetite for eating. 
 
    Sam nodded and removed her apron, hanging it over a stool. “Yeah. Tell me, where are we going? And please, please say the police station.” 
 
    “Well, not the police station, but maybe the police,” I told her in a low voice. “Come on,” I motioned that she should follow me out through the back door. 
 
    Outside I glanced around. We appeared to be alone; not a soul meandered down the trail, the porch rockers sat empty and still. “We can’t go to the police station. That would attract too much attention and people might not believe us. But, if we can find Officer Grumpy, we can talk to him. I’ve already been arrested so a follow-up from the police wouldn’t be out of the ordinary. He’s got to be around here somewhere.” 
 
    “Okay. Split up or stick together?” 
 
    “It would be faster to split up…but honestly I think we should stay together. Every bad thing that ever happens in a scary movie happens when the group goes separate ways.” 
 
    With a serious expression and not a single sarcastic remark about TV not being real life, Sam nodded. “That’s true. Together it is.” 
 
    We scoured the whole resort from the beach to the main office. I kicked at loose pebbles in the parking lot by the office. “Of course! Of all the times for Officer Grumpy to make himself scarce, he picks today. Any other moment he’d be popping out of the bushes trying to arrest me, but now he’s vanished.” 
 
    “Here,” Sam handed me a business card she had swiped off the front desk. “Call him.” 
 
    Sure enough, Officer Campbell’s name and cell were printed neatly in front of me. I dialed. And waited. The phone rang and rang but, in the end, went straight to voicemail. “Officer Gr..uh..Campbell, this is Piper Rivers. Please give me a call the moment you get this.” Rattling off my cell number, I hung up. 
 
    “Now do we go to the police station?” Sam begged, tugging at the hem of her t-shirt and looking around. Sam never fidgeted. Her actions told me better than words how scared she felt and I couldn’t blame her. Oh God, please don’t let anything happen to Griff, to any of them. 
 
    “Let’s try one more place,” I said. Grabbing Sam by the arm, I towed her with me and sprinted to my truck. 
 
    “What are you doing? Your keys are in your bag at Griff’s cabin, aren’t they? We’re going the wrong way.” 
 
    Letting go of Sam’s arm, I crouched on my knees by the driver’s door and leaned as far as I could underneath my truck. “Tada!” I extricated myself and held up a single key with a grin. 
 
    Sam rubbed the sides of her head and shook it at me. “This is because you lose your keys so often, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Hush. Get in the truck.” I stuck my tongue out at her and moved to unlock the door. I revved the engine and threw it in drive before Sam even buckled her seatbelt. 
 
    “I would ask where we are going again,” Sam said, after the buckle to her seatbelt clicked into place “but I’m afraid I already know.” 
 
    “It’s the only other place we might get information.” 
 
    Sam groaned. 
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    I parked on the far side of the Dollar Store parking lot, below a light pole with darkened, shot out bulbs. Gathering storm clouds had darkened the evening sky faster than expected. The darkness could be a foreboding sign, or a blessing of concealment; I chose to be thankful for the concealment. We sat in silence, but not the companionable sort. More like the terrified, barely breathing, afraid to talk, not daring to move sort. 
 
    “Now what?” Sam finally whispered. 
 
    I shrugged. “I thought we would wait a bit and watch the door. If Regina comes out, we call 911 and report a robbery, or kidnapping, or car theft – whichever we can get them to respond to, I don’t care which.” 
 
    “That’s it?” I could hear the surprise in my friend’s voice. I hated to disappoint her. 
 
    “Not quite,” I squeaked. 
 
    “What if Regina doesn’t come out?” 
 
    “That’s the part you aren’t going to like.” 
 
    “Piper…” 
 
    “If Regina doesn’t come out, then we go in. Maybe BeeBee thought of something else to tell us or can point us in another direction to look.” I glanced over at her in the dim interior. “It’s the best I can think of; we have to get them back.” 
 
    “I know,” she sighed. 
 
    We returned to our silent vigil. For ten minutes there wasn’t a single movement outside other than trash blowing across parking lots as the wind picked up speed. 
 
    BAM! 
 
    The door to the Thai Massage Parlor opened and the wind ripped it from the small hand holding it, banging the door into the wall. 
 
    “Is that…” Sam leaned forward. 
 
    “No. It’s the one they called Mamasan.” I recognized the petite Asian women we met on our previous visit. “If she’s leaving, there is a chance we can sneak in and talk to BeeBee.” 
 
    We watched as Mamasan shuffled across the parking lot and into the vape shop on the other side of the massage parlor. 
 
    Waiting no longer than it took for the shop door to close, I scrambled out of the truck and sprinted for Thai Massage. I heard Sam’s door shut and felt her catch up to me. 
 
    “Glad you brought sensible shoes on this trip,” I teased. She wore sneakers and it was in fact only one of about four times I’d seen her in something flat. She even wore heels at the bakery most days. 
 
    “Remind me that trips with you are a bad idea in any footwear,” she retorted in a whisper as we crept near the door. With a glance behind us, I turned the knob. “Thank God. It’s unlocked.” 
 
    “That might not be a good thing,” Sam whispered. “It might mean she’s coming right back.” 
 
    “Then we better hurry.” 
 
    We eased inside the building and closed the door inch by inch to avoid making noise. The fluorescent lights were all turned off; only a few lamps lit the hallway. When nobody came to greet us, I exhaled a sigh of relief. The small foyer sat empty, unless you counted the layers of lingering grime and dirt from cigarettes and who knows what – those were thick enough to pull up their own chair. 
 
    “Look,” Sam pointed to a framed certificate on the wall to our left. “This health inspection is from six years ago.” 
 
    Unsurprised, I shook my head. Creeping down the hall, we made our way to the door where our visit with BeeBee had taken place yesterday. At least, we tried to creep. I bumped into a side table and Sam nearly knocked a mirror down as she flattened herself up against the wall. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I whispered. 
 
    “Trying not to be seen,” she hissed. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, a gesture she missed in the dark of course. “You aren’t a chameleon!” 
 
    Sure enough, our stealth mode wasn’t at all effective. A throat cleared and we both jumped. Not Regina, please not Regina I prayed silently. 
 
    “Piper? Sam?” the voice sounded small, shaky. 
 
    I turned and looked at the young woman approaching us. “BeeBee!” 
 
    “Thank God,” Sam slumped on the wall, clutching at her chest. “You gave me a heart attack, a mini one maybe, but I’m certain it stopped for a second.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” BeeBee asked. 
 
    “It is a really long story. Have you seen this woman?” I flicked my phone to life, the bright screen temporarily blinding me, then scrolled to my screenshots. Holding up the headshot of Regina, I watched BeeBee’s face. A flash of recognition lit her eyes, then confusion furrowed her brows. 
 
    “She has come in a few times. Only to talk to Mamasan and she never stays long. I saw her here today.” 
 
    “Really?” Sam stood up, excited. 
 
    “We need to know anything you know about her,” I said. A rattling sound at the door halted anything BeeBee might have said. 
 
    “Quick,” she pushed us into a side room and eased the door partially shut. “Shhh.” She held her index finger to her lips and waved us to the corner. We listened, barely daring to breathe, as the front door opened and closed followed by footsteps tapping across the floor. An eternity later, we heard another door close. 
 
    BeeBee peered out. “You have to leave.” She huddled next to us and whispered, “I don’t know what happened but Mamasan is very angry today and that woman whose photo you showed me, she showed up in a rage this afternoon. Bad business is going down, I just know it. You can’t be found here and especially not with me.” 
 
    “Please, BeeBee,” Sam reached out to her but BeeBee jerked back. 
 
    “No. I don’t want to end up like Coco. I can’t help you, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Landon is missing,” I told her. Hope flared inside me as she paused. 
 
    “That is very sad, but there is nothing I can do to help.” She shook her head and my little flame of hope whooshed out. “I will make sure the coast is clear. You leave. In one minute, you go.” With that she whisked into the hall and left no time for argument. 
 
    I kept time on my watch. At the one-minute mark, I placed a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “We have to go.” 
 
    Without a word, she tiptoed to the door and flattened herself against the wall again. I bit my lip to keep from laughing. That’s it, no more spy movies I resolved. Rather than wait for 007 to peek out the door with only her eyes six more times, I moved past her and opened it wide. Muted voices could be heard behind one of the doors, though I couldn’t tell which. 
 
    Waving Sam behind me, I slipped into the hall. My footsteps rang in my ears like thunderclaps and I froze. The voices continued. Taking to tiptoe again, we were halfway down the hall when I started to breathe normally again. We’re going to make it. Elation and adrenaline coursed through me, followed by crashing disappointment. I guess we have to go to the police after all. I squeezed my eyes shut against the tears that threatened. I had been so hopeful we could get a lead or find Regina and convince her to release the guys. 
 
    I pushed back the negative thoughts and feelings. Not much further and we would be out. Then, all hell broke loose. 
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    Dory from Finding Nemo chose that moment to shout “Eh Mr. Grumpy Gills. Eh Mr. Grumpy Gills” over and over. Okay, maybe it wasn’t Dory in the fins so to speak; rather, that was the ringtone that I set up for Officer Grumpy. It played on a loop from my phone. Loud. That man has to have the worst timing ever. 
 
    “Crap. Crap!” I fumbled to silence the phone but dropped it. Too late, our presence had been announced. Mamasan, BeeBee, and a lithe Asian man, a bit taller than them and bare shoulders covered in tattoos of some kind of demon mask, came bursting from a back room. Sam and I sprinted for the door. 
 
    “Ow!” Sam yelped behind me.  
 
    I looked back and sucked in my breath. Looked forward. Only a foot from the door. So close, yet so far. 
 
    “Let her go,” I raised my hands in surrender. “We were just leaving. Sorry, we didn’t realize you were closed.” 
 
    The man retained a tight grip on Sam. 
 
    Behind Mamasan, BeeBee’s eyes bulged wide in fear and her lower lip trembled. 
 
    With soft, graceful movements, Mamasan glided forward and bent to pick up my traitorous phone from the tile floor. 
 
    “You had phone call, yes? Let’s see who.” 
 
    I groaned inwardly. 
 
    “The police?” Mamasan looked up, eyes narrowing, gaze sharp. “Who are you? Why the police call?” 
 
    “I’m nobody; don’t worry,” I tried. It was useless. She had dismissed me already, no longer listening. 
 
    “Asnee, take them to the back,” she instructed her deadly looking muscle. “Tie them up.” Turning, she pocketed my phone and shoved past BeeBee on her way to the front office. 
 
    Sam wriggled and I lashed out at the man’s face as he reached for me. His grip on her didn’t loosen. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement as I dodged his hand again. BeeBee screeched and leapt onto his back. My jaw dropped. I kicked out at him, but on connecting with his solid, muscular legs, I only managed to hurt my foot and earn a scowl. 
 
    Asnee pivoted backward and slammed BeeBee into the wall. The girl crumpled to the floor unconscious. 
 
    Mamasan, inserting herself into the melee with force, wrenched my arm back and pierced the skin above my elbow with her dagger-sharp nails. “Bring that one,” she tossed her head at BeeBee and proceeded to lead the way down the hall. I followed without resistance. Now had proven not to be the time for escape. 
 
    Asnee lifted BeeBee around the waste and carried her like a limp sack in the crook of one arm. I prayed the girl would be okay. I didn’t glimpse any blood. 
 
    We were hustled down the hall and jerked to a stop in front of the third locked door. Mamasan let go of my arm to fish a key out of a deep pocket, the pocket that had swallowed my phone up, but it wasn’t like I had anywhere to go with Asnee assuming a wide-legged pose and blocking the path to freedom. 
 
    I looked at Sam; fear etched lines into her face, but the clench of her jaw gave me hope. She was calculating, thinking, she hadn’t given up. I nodded at her and she nodded back. A silent exchange, but deeply understood regardless. We might be caught, but we would get out of this and we would do it together. 
 
    Mamason unclipped the heavy padlock from the bolt on the door and swung it inward. My eyes widened. Heart leaping to my throat, I drank in the sight of Griff. Next, I saw Landon and even Alice. All three sat on the floor, zip-tied. Cloth wound around their mouths, holding them silent. 
 
    Alice shrank back in fear as Mamasan pointed me into the room, but the expressions on the faces of Griff and Landon didn’t waver; fury emanated from them. Griff met Asnee stare for stare, with hard eyes narrowed, growling as Sam was shoved into the corner by Alice. 
 
    Sam and I were fitted with matching accessories, bound tight hand and foot. As Mamasan leaned near to gag me, I head-butted her. She returned the favor with a sharp backhand; the stinging lip was well worth it because, while she stood and rubbed her head, I scooted close to Sam and mouthed knife in my pocket. She gave me a sharp nod then looked away. 
 
    After Mamasan and Asnee finished trussing us up like Thanksgiving Day turkeys, they bound BeeBee’s hands in front of her, flipped the light switch off, and left. I heard the bolt slide into place and the clamp of the lock being put back on. 
 
    Sitting very still, we all listened. My eyes adjusted to the dim room, not pitch black thanks to the sliver of light trickling around the edges of the door from the hall, but I dared not move until Mamasan and Asnee were definitely gone. 
 
    After long minutes with only the sound of Alice sniffling, I scooted to Sam. She spun around backward to me and I maneuvered the leg with the pocket at my knee containing the knife up against her hands. Thank goodness I don’t button these cargo pockets – the thought whizzed through my head as seconds drew out and Sam painstakingly fumbled around until, at last, she was able to grab the knife. For a moment, it felt like her bound hands were going to be stuck in the pocket, her fists too big to withdraw. Determined, she yanked free. Now, what to do with the knife? I tried to picture Sam opening it behind her back and cutting the zip tie and gulped behind the gag, images of bloody fingers coming to mind. 
 
    I felt Sam shift away from me and could just make out her shape scooting away in the dim light. Smart, Sam! She scooted right up to Griff and, I assumed, plopped the knife into his fingers. 
 
    Snap!  
 
    The waiting was torturous, but at last the pluck of plastic giving way sounded and Griff was moving fast. With a flick of his wrist, he severed the plastic from his feet and shuffled to the light switch. After a few swipes of his hand on the wall, he found it and light glared down at us again. 
 
    Griff knelt and carefully cut Sam loose and then me. Helping me to my feet, Griff squeezed my hands; leaning his forehead against mine, he whispered. “Do you have to keep getting kidnapped?” 
 
    I smiled wide. “Just following your lead.” 
 
    “Griff,” Sam said, swatting at her brother. “You have to cut Landon loose.” 
 
    “Do I?” 
 
    I shook my head at the grin steeling over his face. 
 
    “Yes.” Sam crossed her arms and pursed her lips at him. 
 
    I dropped to my knees beside BeeBee, cradling her head, as Griff freed both Landon and a sobbing Alice. Sam knelt with Alice, trying to quieten her before we were discovered. 
 
    I shook BeeBee gently. Stirring, her eyes opened and her mouth widened as if she were going to scream. With her knocked out, Asnee hadn’t bound her feet or gagged her. 
 
    “Shh.” I put a finger to my lips. “It’s okay. Griff is going to cut you loose.” I nodded at him. 
 
    With slow hands, he showed her the knife. At her nod, Griff knelt and cut the band from BeeBee’s wrists. She rubbed the back of her head and winced in pain. 
 
    “You have a knot,” I told her. “We need to get you to a hospital to check for a concussion or bleeding. Are you okay?” 
 
    “A little dizzy,” she admitted. “I’ll live.” 
 
    I helped her slide over to sit beside Alice and she took over comforting the frightened woman. 
 
    Sam, Landon, Griff and I huddled together to form a plan. 
 
    “What do we have to use as a weapon besides Piper’s knife?” Landon asked. 
 
    “Weapons!” 
 
    “Shush!” I put a hand over Sam’s mouth. 
 
    At the raised eyebrow, I removed it. 
 
    “Weapons? I don’t want to hurt anyone,” Sam whispered. 
 
    “Listen, we don’t know if they have more people coming or not.” Griff looked at each of us. “If we are doing this, it has to be now. Landon and I can break down the door, but it is going to cause a lot of noise.” 
 
    Landon nodded. “They’ll be ready for us. Just because we haven’t seen a gun doesn’t mean they don’t have one handy. You two stay back until we’re sure. Then, if you get the chance, take down Mamasan. Griff and I will stop Asnee.” 
 
    “Is this where we put our hands in and yell break?” I asked. BeeBee snorted in the corner. 
 
    Sam pinched me and I smothered a laugh. “What? I wasn’t the cheerleader or the football player; I don’t know how these team things work.” 
 
    “You need your head checked,” Sam rolled her eyes at me and huffed. 
 
    Clearly, we handle high stress situations differently. I took her hand and squeezed. “We are almost out of here. We can do this.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure?” she asked. 
 
    “Because I’m hungry,” I answered with a shrug. “You know nothing gets in the way of food for me.” 
 
    “Oh, boy. Step back Griff, Landon. You might as well let Piper break down the door. She nearly removed an indecisive four-year-old from the ice cream parlor once for taking too much time in line before us; she’s a menace.” 
 
    She said it with all the sarcasm she could muster, but Sam still smiled at me. I could see her relaxing and getting ready for what had to be done. 
 
    Crash! 
 
    Thud-thud-thud. 
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    We jumped. The noise came from somewhere else in the building; not a single one of us had moved a muscle. 
 
    “What in the world?” Scenarios of the building being torn down around us or men on the way to kill us flitted through my brain. I had no idea how to reconcile the sudden burst of sound into our quiet captivity. 
 
    Alice shook and sobbed in full now, loud wailing cries mixed with pleas for forgiveness. 
 
    BeeBee, giving up on her task of calming the woman, came and huddled between Sam and Landon. 
 
    The noises drew closer. Shouting voices could be heard, but no words distinguished. 
 
    “Help!” Alice screamed; a shrill, desperate screech. Sam ran back to her and tried to hush the yells. “Hellllp!” Alice continued. 
 
    Pounding footsteps made their way to our door. It shook.  
 
    “Break this lock!” someone demanded from the hallway. 
 
    Griff and Landon squared their feet, arms up, bracing for a fight while I tugged BeeBee backward from the door. We had no idea who would be coming through it. 
 
    Violent banging commenced. The lock gave way and the door crashed open. 
 
    Hands dropping to their sides, Griff and Landon relaxed their posture. 
 
    I peered around them and relief coursed through me. “Officer Campbell!” 
 
    “How did you find us?” Sam exclaimed. 
 
    “Everybody okay in here?” Officer Campbell asked before his eyes lit on Landon. “You.” 
 
    “I can explain,” Landon lifted his palms up as he stepped up to the officer. “I didn’t hurt Arthur or Coco.” 
 
    “You left the site when everyone was explicitly ordered to stay put. Because of you, my men have been on a wild goose chase.” 
 
    “I only needed to find some answers.” Landon held his hands. 
 
    “Finding answers is my job,” Officer Campbell growled. “You’re going to have to come back to the station.” 
 
    “Officer Campbell,” I interrupted. “BeeBee needs to go to a hospital.” 
 
    “And Regina, you have to catch Regina. She’s behind all of this.” Sam waved her arms, her lips a tight line of anger instead of her typical carefree smile. 
 
    “Quiet!” Officer Campbell yelled. Silence fell, interrupted by each hiccupped-breath Alice let out, her sobs finally subsiding. 
 
    “First, EMTs are on their way for this young lady,” he pointed to BeeBee. “After that, we are all going to take a trip to the station where I will get each of your statements and sort this mess out. Regina Wilson has been picked up based on a tip,” he eyed the group and Landon shuffled his feet. “So far, we have no evidence to hold her. I’m still unclear what role each of you had to play and none of this changes the fact that the poison, the murder weapon itself, made an appearance in the possession of you, Miss Rivers.” 
 
    “But I was kidnapped!” Surely, we can’t still be back to this. “I didn’t lock myself up in here.” 
 
    Officer Campbell narrowed his eyes at me. Then, ignoring us, he shouted orders at nearby deputies to escort us to the vehicles outside and on to the police station. 
 
    “Look on the bright side, Piper,” Griff whispered as we trudged down the hall. “Maybe down at the jail you’ll get a frequent visitor prize.” 
 
    “Ha-ha-ha,” I stuck my tongue out at him. 
 
    Outside, rain drizzled down. Through the drops pelting the windows of one police cruiser, I could see Mamasan handcuffed in the back seat. Whether or not Asnee had been captured, I couldn’t tell. 
 
    BeeBee as well as Alice were led to an ambulance. The doors closed behind them and the vehicle sped off. 
 
    Leading the rest of us to dark SUVs, the deputies helped us inside and slammed the door. We were not, I can happily report, handcuffed or under arrest at this point.  
 
    “It could be worse,” Sam said, reading my mind. 
 
    Out the window, lights could be seen flipping on throughout the Thai Massage Parlor. Police clearly were continuing their search of the building. I turned to better face the others. “Since we have time, why don’t one of you explain how you got kidnapped.” I grinned at Griff and Landon, crossing my arms. Bound to be an interesting story, I couldn’t wait to hear it. 
 
    “Yeah, the last time we heard, you were on your way to check up on us.” Sam raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “We can’t save the interrogation for the police?” Griff asked, a wry grin teasing at the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Nope.” Shaking my head, I looked between the two. “Who wants to start?” 
 
    Landon stretched both arms out in front of him, cracking his knuckles. “First off, I might have called in an anonymous tip to Officer Campbell about Chaplain Moore and Regina. I still wasn’t sure who murdered Arthur or why, but I needed the police looking for someone besides me while we investigated.” 
 
    “And we actually did come back to the retreat,” Griff added. “Right as we pulled up, Regina tore out of the parking lot like a madwoman. Landon insisted we follow her. I planned to call you and tell you where we ended up, but things happened too fast.” 
 
    Glancing out the window, I watched the police carry cardboard boxes, draped protectively with plastic, and put them in the trunk of the cruiser. Curious as to what they found but knowing Officer Grumpy would be unlikely to share, I turned back to listen to the guys’ tale. 
 
    “Regina rushed straight back to the massage parlor. I decided to go in and confront her, find out what business she had there; Griff agreed to come in as backup.” Landon rubbed his neck. “We could hear yelling as soon as we got inside. I found Regina screaming at Alice about keeping her mouth shut. I tried to stop her, but when Regina turned around, I saw she had a gun.” 
 
    “Unlike Landon, I didn’t rush in. Two of Regina’s thugs caught me in the hall before I could call anybody. I managed to take one of them down but the other had some kind of insane martial arts moves; he tripped me and then Regina held the gun on both Landon and I while we were bound.” 
 
    I had difficulty picturing someone taking down Griff, but having seen Asnee in person I would guess he had the skills to pull it off. 
 
    “That must have been where Regina went after we saw her leave Roy’s cabin,” Sam said. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “She already had Alice and came to check her bases, make sure nobody else knew whatever Alice wanted to tell us.” 
 
    “I think I know what that was,” Landon said. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes. Alice was a wreck. She kept swearing to Regina that she didn’t tell anyone about getting the girls from her. You two said Coco came into the kitchen with the cleaning ladies yesterday morning?” At Sam’s nod, Landon continued. “I think Regina operated multiple trafficking rings – sex and labor – and that she supplied Alice with girls to work for next to nothing.” 
 
    “How in the world would Alice get mixed up in that?” I wondered. 
 
    “Who knows,” he shrugged. 
 
    Griff spoke up, “What I want to know is how you two found us?” 
 
    “On accident,” I shrugged. 
 
    Sam snorted. “Yes, Piper’s genius plan to get information that actually ended up getting us captured.” 
 
    We explained about talking to Roy and worrying about putting Alice in danger by going to the police, the phone call to Griff’s phone, and our actions from there. 
 
    “Oh my gosh!” I sat bolt upright and clapped my hands over my mouth. “My phone!” 
 
    “I’m sure we can get your phone later,” Sam said. 
 
    “No, you don’t understand. I’ve got to find that phone now.” Leaping from the car, I ran across the parking lot, headless of the puddles I splashed through.  
 
    I must have looked a fright at best or deranged at worst, sopping wet and running full-tilt for the door; the two deputies at the entrance made a grab for me, one touching a hand to his weapon. 
 
    “Officer Campbell,” I pleaded, raising my hands up and slowing. “Please, I’ve got to speak with Officer Campbell.” 
 
    The deputies shared a look. “Wait here,” one said, disappearing into the doorway leaving his partner to watch the crazy lady standing in the rain. 
 
    “What do you want?” sour-faced as ever, Officer Campbell placed both hands on his hips and remained in the dry shelter of the building. 
 
    “Officer, that woman stole my phone.” With one arm I pointed to Mamasan in the cruiser, never looking away. 
 
    “Miss Rivers, a charge of theft is not even a drop in the bucket amongst the crimes I plan to charge that woman with. Now, go wait in the car.” He turned. 
 
    “Wait. I need it.” I begged. “Please, did someone get it off of her? Do you have it? It’s important.” 
 
    “You young people and your blasted technology obsession.” Officer Campbell stomped toward me. “I won’t have my investigation interrupted for this nonsense.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. I have Regina’s confession to the kidnapping recorded.” 
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    “Thank God we’re almost home!” Sam did a little happy dance in the passenger seat of my truck. 
 
    “I know. Who knew two days away could be so exhausting?” 
 
    “I still can’t believe you forgot you had an app on your phone that records all of your calls. We could have handed that recording to the police right away and saved ourselves a lot of close calls.” 
 
    Shrugging, ignoring the embarrassment tinging my cheeks, I played it off. “Then we would have missed all the action.” 
 
    “Good. I’m done with action. Heck, I’m done with action movies, action figures, the word action, all of it!” 
 
    I grinned to see Sam struggling to hold a straight face. Her sunny disposition would be back in full force in no time. 
 
    “Do you want me to take you home or stop by the bakery?” I asked her. 
 
    I glanced over to find her giving me the one raised eyebrow look. I laughed. 
 
    “The bakery!” we said together. 
 
    We drove past the front of the shop, pleased to see a small crowd inside so close to closing, before parking in the back lot. 
 
    In the back, Flo hauled two small garbage bags to the dumpster. I waved as Sam called a hello. Flo nodded and smiled. 
 
    “It’s still bothering me that her business is doing badly,” I whispered to Sam. “We have to do something.” 
 
    The back door swung open, taking us by surprise. 
 
    “You’re back!” Victoria skipped over and wrapped us up in a hug. “I’m so glad you’re back. Piper, you have to try this incredible cookie. Also, I had no idea how hard it is to bake all the time. My feet are killing me. Do your feet kill you, too? How was your trip? Did everyone like the desserts?” 
 
    “Whoa! Slow down, Victoria.” Sam smiled and hugged the girl again. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Who me? Sure, I’m fine. Quite fine. I was a little tired yesterday but then Millie made me some coffee and so that helped. I’ve had lots of coffee today. I accidentally spilled some coffee in the cookies actually, but then they were delicious so I ate those with my coffee drink, too. Come on, I want you to try them.” 
 
    With her feet flying as fast as her words, Victoria pulled us into the kitchen and promptly deposited us on stools. I shook my head. 
 
    “Someone is way over-caffeinated,” Sam whispered. 
 
    “Yep,” I agreed watching Victoria dish cookies up onto plates which nearly went flying when she whirled around and speed-walked them to us. 
 
    The cookie presented prettily on the plate, a nice tan color with beautiful drizzles over the top. “What flavors are those?” I asked, pointing to the stripes zig-zagging across the cookies. 
 
    “Milk chocolate and caramel,” Victoria answered. 
 
    “I can’t wait to taste them!” Sam picked up a cookie and took a large bite. As she chewed, her eyes grew wider and wider. 
 
    Curious, I nibbled a tiny bite, barely more than a crumb, from my cookie. The caramel coated my tongue in a pleasant taste for a moment before an incredible jolt of coffee flavor took over. How it was physically possible to fit that much coffee into a mere morsel, I had no idea. No wonder Sam’s face registered such shock – she had nearly half a cookie in that one bite. 
 
    “Wow,” I kept my tone casual as I looked up at Victoria. She bounced on her toes, hands clasped in front of her, looking as eager as a puppy for praise. “Tell me how you made these.” 
 
    “Sure. I had a plain ol’ shortbread cookie dough all mixed up this afternoon and stopped to drink some more coffee. I sat drinking my coffee and staring at the dough trying to decide if I should jazz it up any, when Millie started talking right beside me. I didn’t even know she had come in the kitchen so I jumped about a mile high. That’s how I made the cookies.” 
 
    I cocked my head sideways, as if maybe hearing the words a different direction would make sense of them. 
 
    Sam must have been puzzled as well; after swallowing several gulps of water, she asked, “Victoria? How did shortbread cookies become coffee cookies? What did you add?” 
 
    “My whole double espresso,” she answered as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “I spilt it all in the batter when Millie scared me. I thought about throwing it out, but decided to stir it in and see what happened after I baked it.” She smiled. “Now, tell me – what do you think?” 
 
    “Lots of coffee flavor,” Sam said. 
 
    “Very strong.” I nodded as I tried to hide the rest of my cookie under a napkin. “Good idea to add the milk chocolate and caramel stripes.” 
 
    “Thanks!” the girl jumped up and down. 
 
    “Have you been drinking double espressos like that all day?” 
 
    Victoria shook her head up and down at me. “Yes. Delicious. Didn’t get sleepy once.” She continued to talk at the speed of light and I felt bad for the poor girl. It would probably be days before she felt sleepy again. 
 
    Echoing my thoughts, Sam stood and looped arms with Victoria. “I think it is time for a cup of chamomile tea. Come on, I’ll make you my favorite blend.” 
 
    I left them to it and pushed through the swinging door into the café part of the bakery. “Hey Millie,” I greeted the girl as she turned from wiping down the counter. 
 
    “Hi! I didn’t know you guys were coming tonight. How did it go?” 
 
    “Fairly well,” I hedged. “How did things go here?” I looked out past the counter to the cluster of people at tables and my jaw dropped. 
 
    No more white table tops met my eyes. Instead, an astounding array of colorful cookies and cupcakes showed on every surface. Speechless, I walked around the counter and touched the closest table, feeling of the paint, convinced that my eyes must have deceived me. 
 
    “Thanks so much for letting me use the bakery for my art project,” Millie joined me and blushed. “I couldn’t believe it when Gladys told me you said yes. What do you think?” 
 
    What I thought is that Gladys and I really have to have a talk about clear communication. Millie didn’t need to do her homework in the bakery as I believed; no, she transformed the bakery through her homework.  
 
    I said the only thing I could say. “It’s…magnificent.” And it was. Millie had talent and she had turned plain tables into true works of art. Cookies danced the conga, cupcakes sported frosting of every shade, and sprinkles spiraled around and throughout it all, a veritable dessert celebration. I wandered slowly around, taking them all in. Not a single table sported the same scene. 
 
    “I’m so glad you like it. I’ve been worried. If you want me to take it off or paint over them, please, just tell me.” 
 
    “I love them! How in the world did you get all of these painted in a single weekend?” I asked her. 
 
    Millie only ducked her head and smiled. “I love to paint,” she shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    Looking around, I noticed something missing. “Where is Gladys?” 
 
    “She left early for her cooking lesson.” 
 
    “Cooking lesson? Why would she need a cooking lesson?” 
 
    “Who’s having a cooking lesson?” Sam asked as she and Victoria joined us, large cups of steaming chamomile tea in their hands. 
 
    “Gladys. She’s been going to lessons at the place that has classes for seniors.” 
 
    Sam raised her eyebrow at me and I shook my head. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why Gladys would be at a cooking lesson. 
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    “Haven’t we done enough sneaking around this weekend?” Sam asked me half an hour later. The girls insisted they could handle cleanup and closing up shop which left the two of us free to go see about this cooking lesson of Gladys’s. 
 
    “We are not sneaking around,” I lowered my voice as we opened the doors to the Senior Citizen’s Center. “We are simply checking out a new class in our community and letting our friend know we are home safe.” 
 
    “Do you expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “Of course not, now come on.” Turning down a hall to the right, we followed the sounds and smells of food, and of course, the well-marked signs reading Fab-ulous Foods 
 
    in large print, to the kitchen. 
 
    “Oh. My. Gosh.” Sam whispered. 
 
    I could only nod. We had solved the mystery of the cooking class. Gladys, decked out in cocktail dress, zebra-print apron, and heels, stood next to none other than Chef Fabio as he extolled on about the fine art to a souffle in his magnificent French accent. 
 
    Backing slowly away from the door, Sam and I made an inconspicuous exit. “Should we tell her we know?” I asked as we re-entered the foyer. 
 
    Sam quirked her lips up to the side, thinking. “Hmm. Maybe not just yet.” 
 
    “You know, this explains the fine French dining she created for dinner the other night.” 
 
    “True. Since you still have to drive me home, why don’t you just crash at my place tonight?” 
 
    “Deal.” Exhausted, I didn’t look forward to the drive out to Sam’s much less turning around and driving back into town to my apartment. Stifling a yawn, I chuckled. “I sure hope some of that espresso wore off for Victoria by now.” 
 
    “No kidding. When it does, she’ll probably sleep a full eighteen hours. I think it is good we are giving them a few days off before asking if they want to be part-timers.” Sam said. She and I had discussed the situation at length on the drive back to Seashell Bay today. The girls would be fun to have around for the rest of the summer if they said yes. I smiled, thinking of Millie’s art project tables; there might be more decorating in the Ooey Gooey Bakery’s future. 
 
    Silence encompassed us for most of the trip to Sam’s condo. The garage on Griff’s side was shut when we arrived and I wasn’t about to go peeking in windows to see if he was home. Hauling Sam’s bags up the stairs and into the living room, we dropped them in the middle of the floor and left them. 
 
    “Night,” I called to Sam as I carried my toiletry bag into the guest bathroom. She waved and disappeared into her bedroom. After a quick shower, I snuggled under the cool sheets, eyelids drifting shut. Dancing cookies filled my dreams and sleep was sweet.
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    The alarm went off an extra hour early the next morning. I rolled over and swiped the button to silence the cuckoo bird melody on my phone. Dressing in a flash, I tiptoed to the kitchen and made two cups of green tea. Moments later, Sam joined me. 
 
    “You’ve had enough jeans and tees, I see.” I smirked at my friend. A bright smile greeted me in return as she strolled over to the counter and picked up her tea glass. Dressed in a fashionable white and black dress, she looked more suited to the dreaded dinner party next month than to a day at the bakery. 
 
    “Have to make a good impression on our customers; we’ve been gone a lot recently, after all.” 
 
    “Right,” heavy sarcasm made the word roll slowly from my mouth. “Whatever you say. I’m heading in to see if we have to make new dough or if Victoria left some ready to bake yesterday.” Getting up, I strode to the couch and sat down to slide on my sneakers. 
 
    “I’m right behind you,” Sam said. 
 
    Taking the stairs two at a time, I jogged to my truck and took off for work. Excitement bubbled inside of me and a goofy grin split my face, surprising me at how much I had missed the bakery in only two days. 
 
    I pulled up in the back lot to find Griff’s truck parked next to the back door. He stepped away from the building where he leaned against the wall and waited for me. The goofy grin grew. 
 
    “Hey stranger,” I smiled, unlocking the back door. Griff followed me inside. “If you make a habit of showing up this early, I’m going to assume you want a job,” I joked. 
 
    “Maybe I’m just taking my responsibilities as official taste-tester more seriously.” 
 
    “Then you will be disappointed to learn we hired a replacement for you just last week.” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow at me. “Oh really?” 
 
    “Yep,” I nodded as I slipped an apron over my head. “Gladys.” 
 
    Griff laughed out loud. “I guess I’ll have to apply for a new job then. The one I’m thinking of has everything to do with you and very little to do with this bakery though.” He grew serious. 
 
    “And just what would this job involve?” I pursed my lips, tapping a finger on my chin, the perfect picture of contemplation. 
 
    “It’s going to be a tough one, very demanding,” he said with a mock frown. 
 
    “Is that so?” I narrowed my eyes at him. 
 
    He nodded. “Yep. I have to be funny enough to make you laugh,” he ticked off on his fingers. “Kind enough to help you in everything you need.” 
 
    I made a show of looking in the walk-in fridge, hoping to cool the heat rising to my cheeks. 
 
    “Persistent enough to gain your attention more than these cookies,” he added pointedly. I turned and stuck my tongue out, but continued listening. “Sneaky enough to catch you by surprise. And honest enough to make you realize how amazing you are.” 
 
    I swallowed. “You might be in luck,” I told him. “I think there is a position open for that kind of job.” 
 
    Griff scooped me up and spun me around. Laughing, I held on tightly. 
 
    As he sat me on my feet again, Griff led me to a stool and we sat down. “There’s one more thing,” he said. 
 
    My pulse picked up as I waited. 
 
    “I’m going out with Kendra tonight.” 
 
    Like a giant bubble that floated into a tree limb, my excitement popped and died. I leaned back and shook my head, trying to clear it of what I just heard. 
 
    “You’re agreement with Deidra?” 
 
    Griff squeezed my hand. “Yes. Mother insisted I agree to take Kendra to dinner and I did. She even gave me an entire checklist including buying flowers, ordering wine, and other nonsense. I wanted to come here and tell you that I plan to take her out tonight, fulfill my debt to Mother and be done with it.” 
 
    It made sense in a painfully twisted way. “What about Kendra?” I asked. I supposed I should feel sorry for the woman. I probably shouldn’t feel hurt and jealous; try telling either of those things to my heart though. 
 
    “I’ll explain everything to Kendra at dinner. Don’t worry, I will not let her get the wrong impression. Not when you are the one who is right for me.” 
 
    “Okay.” I took a deep breath. It would be fine. “Griff, thank you for telling me.” 
 
    “I’m only sorry I have to go at all,” he said. 
 
    I stood and got to work scooping cookie dough onto sheets before a realization dawned. I turned and grinned at Griff. 
 
    “What?” he smiled back, reclining one elbow on the work table and looking at me. 
 
    “Did we just have a completely uninterrupted conversation about something important?” 
 
    He laughed, making me laugh as well. 
 
    Griff grabbed my hand, leaning toward me. I moved a step closer, gazing up at him. My eyes fluttered closed. 
 
    The back door opened, startling us apart, as Sam strode in. “What did I miss?” she asked, swinging her head back and forth between the two of us, which only made us double over and laugh more. So much for uninterrupted. 
 
    “Okay then,” Sam rolled her eyes. “I’ll just start some new cookie dough and pretend I’m not sharing my workspace with a couple laughing hyenas.” 
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    “I guess I should go get Kendra’s flowers.” Griff wiped his chocolate-coated fingers on a napkin. 
 
    “Flowers for Kendra?” Sam asked sharply, frowning at her brother. 
 
    “You should take some cookies, too. Wait, I’ll go with you to Flo’s to pick some out.” I tossed our trash into the can by the counter. “I just had a cool idea that I want to run by her to help her summer business pick up.” 
 
    “Cookies? For Kendra?” Sam waved her arms at us. “What are you two talking about?” 
 
    I laughed. “It’s a long story. Watch the counter while I’m gone?” 
 
    “Sure,” she grumbled. “I want to hear this idea for Flo’s business when you get back though. And then when my big brother here stops loafing in our bakery and goes to work, you and I are going to talk.” She put her hands on her hips and tried for a stern expression. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” I saluted and she dissolved into smiles again. Walking to the door, I saw a now-familiar figure coming down the sidewalk. “I think this next customer is for you.” I winked at Sam and headed next door with Griff. We smiled at Landon as he walked by, but continued forward on our mission. 
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    “I guess I should go get Kendra’s flowers.” Griff wiped his chocolate-coated fingers on a napkin. He moved to stand up from his stool at the large stainless-steel island in the kitchen. 
 
    “Flowers for Kendra?” Sam asked sharply, frowning at her brother. 
 
    “Wait, I’ll go with you to Flo’s to pick some out.” Flo, a sweet lady in her early thirties, owned the flower shop next door to the bakery. “You should take some cookies, too.” I tossed our trash into the can by the counter. “That’s it!” I snapped my fingers together I just had a great idea that I want to run by Flo to help her summer business pick up.” 
 
    “Cookies? For Kendra?” Sam waved her arms at us. “What are you two talking about?” 
 
    I laughed. “It’s a long story. Watch the counter while I’m gone?” 
 
    “Sure,” she grumbled. “I want to hear this idea for Flo’s business when you get back though. And then when my big brother here stops loafing in our bakery and goes to work, you and I are going to talk.” She put her hands on her hips and tried for a stern expression. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” I saluted and she dissolved into smiles again. Walking to the door, I saw a now-familiar figure coming down the sidewalk. “I think this next customer is for you.” I winked at Sam and headed next door with Griff. We smiled at Landon as he walked by, but continued forward on our mission. 
 
     “Piper! Griff! Hello,” Flo smiled, but her eyes remained tired. “What brings you two by?” she asked.  
 
    “How are you, Flo?” Griff began. I had told him some of Flo’s worries about her business. 
 
    “Getting by,” Flo shrugged, her auburn bangs falling into her eyes. She pushed them back. “I shouldn’t complain. Only this morning, in fact, I had some beautiful new daisies bloom.” 
 
    “That’s great,” my enthusiasm may have been scaled up a bit much; Flo shot an odd half-smile my way. “Listen, we’re actually here for two reasons,” I told her. “Griff needs to buy some flowers and I wanted to talk to you about an idea of mine.” 
 
    Flo lit up like a chandelier. “Flowers! Don’t tell me this man finally asked you on a date and brought you to pick out your own flowers. Well, I’ve got some gorgeous roses right in this corner, follow me.” 
 
    Really, has the whole town been waiting for Griff and I to date or what? 
 
    For such a petite woman, several inches shorter than me, Flo moved with the speed of a Nascar driver. Griff and I hurried to catch up.  
 
    “I don’t think roses are what I need,” Griff told her, as she held up a large vase filled with red and pink roses, sprigs of greenery, and some delicate white, twirly accent stems. 
 
    “They aren’t for me,” I added. “Griff needs something pretty, but not romantic.” 
 
    Flo turned a quizzical frown our direction. “So, these flowers aren’t for a date then?” 
 
    “They are,” Griff trailed off into an awkward silence, rubbing a hand behind his neck. “But they aren’t for Piper.” 
 
    Flo’s eyes bounced between us. I took pity on her and filled in the gaps. “So, you see,” I said after explaining the situation the best I could, “Griff doesn’t want to lead Kendra on just because he agreed to his mother’s terms of going out to dinner with her. That’s why he has to bring her flowers. Except,” I tapped my finger on my chin, thinking, “except they need to be more like break-up flowers than first date flowers.” 
 
    Flo nodded. 
 
    “And I’m going to stick some cookies into the bouquet.” 
 
    Flo stopped nodding so fast that it looked like someone hit the pause button. “Cookies?” she cocked her head. 
 
    “That’s right, cookies. Chocolate will ease the sting.” 
 
    Her expression cleared as understanding dawned. “Good idea,” Flo agreed. “Alright then, break-up flowers…let’s see what I can do.” 
 
    Griff and I milled about the front of the shop, admiring several pre-arranged bouquets, while Flo collected several cut flowers and carried them to her workroom in the back of the building. 
 
    “Which is your favorite?” Griff waved his hand at the room full of beautiful blooms. 
 
    “There are so many beautiful ones,” I bent to sniff a bouquet of pink roses. “But I don’t see my very favorite flower in here.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I love bell flowers. Bluebells, purple bells, orange bells – I can’t place my finger on why, but they have always seemed stunning to me.” 
 
    Flo rejoined us with a bright smile. “Never in all my years have I been asked for an order of break-up flowers. Here, what do you think of these?” 
 
    Griff looked to me; Flo’s gaze followed as they awaited judgment. 
 
    Five bright yellow sunflowers were interspersed with smaller white mums and a few sprigs of green. The arrangement was not too large but still would fill a vase nicely. “Perfect,” I smiled at Flo. The stems were tied with a loopy yellow ribbon. “There will be plenty of room to put maybe three cookies on long sticks and slide them into the ribbon as well.” 
 
    Griff pulled out his wallet. “How much?” After settling the bill with Flo, Griff pulled me into a swift hug and left to go to work, leaving the flowers with me so that I could add some cookies to the arrangement for him. My stomach tightened at the thought of him going out with Kendra. 
 
    “You said you wanted to talk about an idea for my business?” Flo asked. 
 
    Grateful for the distraction, I bobbed my head. “If you have time,” I watched her lock up and then followed her to the back room when she agreed. 
 
    “Okay.” I thought about where I wanted to start as we sat down. “I actually had a couple of ideas, but you won’t hurt my feelings if you don’t like them.” 
 
    “Girl, if it gets buyers in this door, I’ll love them. What have you got?” Flo had a pen and paper out and a no-nonsense look. My desire to help her out doubled, buoyed by seeing that she hadn’t decided to give up on her business by a long shot. 
 
    “Every place that I’ve seen does only flower bouquets or only cookie bouquets,” I started. “I think we can team up to make a beautiful mixed bouquet of both live and cookie flowers. The cookies don’t even have to be flower shaped, but they could, depending on what the customer needs the bouquet for.” 
 
    Flo tilted her head. “How would we make the cookies part of the bouquet?” 
 
    We discussed options for a while, settling on the cookies being wrapped in cellophane and taped to long sticks. Flo had some ideas for stability to keep the cookies from being top-heavy and we agreed that I would deliver the cookie stems to her for all of the final arrangings. Cookies could be written on with icing to take the place of a card, or shaped into anything from flowers to sunshine, smileys, and more. 
 
    “This could be really fun,” Flo’s eyes sparkled. “You said you had more than one idea?” 
 
    ~ 
 
    I walked back to the bakery with, dare I say it, a spring in my step. Flo had been excited about the ideas and spoke in hopeful tones about her business again. It felt good to help others, a fact I had been reminded of when Sam and I did so much to fundraise money for Breaking Chains, one of many organizations fighting human trafficking, several weeks ago.  
 
    Samantha Lowe happened to be my best friend and co-owner of the Ooey Gooey Bakery where we worked. The business had taken off more quickly than we dreamed and just last weekend we had worked our first out-of-town catering event. 
 
    I pushed open the door and inhaled the sweet scent of ooey gooey deliciousness. The subtle fragrance of vanilla extract might be my favorite scent in the world. I waved to a few of our early morning customers and exchanged greetings on my way to the counter where Sam waited for me. I noticed the freshly painted tables were the buzz of most conversations. 
 
    “Millie’s tabletop scenes are still a hit it sounds like,” I tipped my head to all of the brilliant dancing cookies and gorgeous cupcakes painted in bright, beautiful colors. 
 
    “Are those the flowers for Kendra?” 
 
    “Yes. Aren’t they nice? And friendly?” 
 
    “Spill it. Why is Griff giving Kendra flowers, why are you happy with it, and where do cookies come in?” 
 
    Saved from answering right away by a customer, I rang up an order for Grandpa Rex – the grandkids were getting Chocolate Oatmeal Cookies this week – and counted out change for him while Sam put the cookies in a to-go bag. 
 
    “You will recall that in exchange for information about what substance the canister held that got me hauled in for questioning, Griff had to make a deal with your mother?” 
 
    “Of course. The deal was that he takes Kendra to the Independence Day Parade though.” 
 
    “True, but Griff is taking Kendra out tonight instead to explain things. I don’t know what that will mean for the parade, Griff isn’t the type to break his word, but he told me he wanted to get the date with Kendra over so that nothing stood in the way of him and me.” 
 
    Sam shrugged. “Fine, he goes on a date with her. That doesn’t explain the flowers and cookies and you….” Running out of words, Sam waved her hand up and down at me and then the flowers that were on the counter. 
 
    “Okay. Well, to be honest, I’m not happy with any of it, but I will not ask Griff to go back on his word. That would be wrong. The date includes the full works: flowers, dinner, wine, all of it. I helped with the flowers to make sure they didn’t scream romance and you heard me suggest the cookies.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow. “You suggested cookies because...you’re now planning to resort to poison? Piper, you know there is no double jeopardy thing since you were never charged. If you poison my brother’s date, you may go to jail. It might be hard to date Griff from jail. Also, I don’t want to run the bakery without you.”  
 
    I doubled over in laughter. Sam rang up two more customers while I tried to compose myself. 
 
    “I do not plan to poison Kendra. I do not plan to poison anyone,” I stated as clearly as I could before sticking my tongue out at my friend. A bad habit for kids, worse that I’m an adult but what can I say, some habits aren’t worth breaking. “I suggested the cookies because not only is this the first dinner date it will also be the last and only one; cookies will cushion the blow. After all, it isn’t Kendra’s fault that Deidra is a menace to the lives of both her children.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” Sam rolled her eyes.  
 
    I imagined thoughts of Deidra’s reaction when Sam told her she planned to open the bakery with me were running through her head as they were mine. Deidra Lowe took her role as the mayor’s wife of Seashell Bay very seriously. As in, seriously stuck up and concerned only with power and appearance. I shook my head, amazed at how Griff and Sam had turned out as normal, caring individuals when their mother groomed them to be political puppets for most of their childhood. 
 
    “I’m also glad you don’t plan to poison people,” Sam winked, successfully drawing me back to reality from my thoughts. 
 
    “That reminds me though, I need to tell you about the ideas Flo and I discussed that I think will eliminate her summer sales slump, and draw in some extra business for the Ooey Gooey as well.” 
 
    “Great, Gladys called earlier and should be here shortly. She can watch the counter while we go talk about your plans and put some more cookies in.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I glanced at the door as the bell chimed above it. “Look, there’s Gladys now.” 
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     “Good morning girls!” Gladys hugged each of us in turn. “How did you enjoy your working weekend at The Cove’s Cabins?” 
 
    I glanced at Sam. She looked back at me with big, round eyes. 
 
    “Tell me, you girls didn’t get yourselves into trouble again did you? Piper? Sam?’ the older woman narrowed her eyes as we stayed quiet. 
 
    She pursed her lips as seconds ticked by. My hands started to sweat; it felt like any minute now I would be grounded or something. 
 
    Sam tried to make a break for the register to help a customer, but Gladys steered them away, asking if they had seen the latest truffle flavors. 
 
    “Piper got us tied up and locked in a brothel,” she blurted in a harsh whisper. 
 
    Gladys raised her eyebrows. I busied myself bagging up truffles and cookies for the teen at the register. I counted back the change to her slowly…in all pennies. Finally, I turned. 
 
    “Technically, it was a massage parlor,” I pointed out. 
 
    For several minutes, we told Glady the condensed version of events from our harrowing weekend. 
 
    “I’m not sure it’s safe for you two to leave the bakery,” Gladys harrumphed at the end. “Then again, if trouble is going to find you, I’m happy for you to take it far from me.” 
 
    We laughed. “How about you? Anything new or fun?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Sam and I shared another look. We found out that Gladys had been going to cooking classes taught by none other than Chef Fabio, whom she and thirty other ladies had enjoyed ogling at the O Heavenly Day Spa several weeks prior. Gladys had a lifetime of cooking skills accumulated, so much so she could probably teach her own class. Truly, I think Chef Fabio’s French accent more than his cooking had bewitched them all; regardless, Gladys was keeping this new class a secret for some reason that Sam and I hadn’t yet figured out. 
 
    “Well, thanks for helping out at the bakery while we were away this weekend.” Sam smiled. 
 
    “And for watching the counter today during lunch, too,” I added. “Sam and I will be right in the back. Come get us if you need anything.” 
 
    “Is there dough already chilled?” I asked as we stepped into the large kitchen. 
 
    “In the fridge. I’ll preheat the oven and ready the pans.” 
 
    I walked to the large walk-in fridge and snagged two bowls. Placing them on the counter, I scooped balls of Black and Whites onto the parchment-lined pan. Sam, in the meantime, made us each a glass of iced green tea. After the cookies were in the oven with the timer set, I sat down next to Sam at the large island work station. 
 
    “Do we need your notebook or have you already made lists?” Sam asked. 
 
    Sam knew good and well that I had already made several lists. I make lists of lists that need to be made. I find lists to be therapeutic. I ignored her, sniffing pointedly, as I pulled a slim notepad from the side pocket of my cargo pants. 
 
    “Do I at least get to see the list?” she smirked. 
 
    “No. You are obviously a doubter of the great good of lists and therefore unworthy of possessing said list.” 
 
    “Fine,” she tossed her hands up in defeat. “Please, read me your list. I really am curious how in the world we can help Flo sell flowers.” 
 
    I explained to Sam my ideas about adding flower-shaped cookies to special occasion arrangements Flo makes. “Flo liked the idea, but where I think we can really boost sales are from Fourth of July Specials.” 
 
    “What kind of specials? For us or for Flo?” 
 
    “Both.” I put my notebook away and pulled out my phone. For this, visuals would help. “See all of the combinations of red, white, and blue flowers that can be made?” I scrolled down the screen. 
 
    “Those are extraordinary,” Sam breathed. 
 
    I smiled. I knew this would be a good plan. “Exactly. And Flo has never used this holiday to increase store traffic before. It is a great opportunity though because tons of people are hosting parties and celebrations. Red, white and blue flowers would be a simple and elegant decoration. So, besides adding gorgeous Fourth of July bouquets, we are going to run a joint sale. Parties need cookies after all.” 
 
    “Tell me about the sale.” 
 
    “Anyone who purchases a Fourth of July bouquet from Flo’s Flowers will receive a coupon for ten percent off of their Fourth of July cookie order!” 
 
    “That’s brilliant!” Sam clapped. “I’ll design some advertisements to place on the counter here and at Flo’s so that the word gets out early.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sam. That would be perfect.” 
 
    The timer buzzed on the oven. Sam grabbed a pair of oven mitts and pulled the pans, sliding the cookie-laden parchment paper onto cooling racks. Delicious scents of chocolate filled the air as the room warmed slightly. 
 
    “Didn’t Landon come in earlier?” I asked over my shoulder as I continued making a few more notes on my list. Landon was a friend from childhood who had recently popped back into my life. His sudden appearance, while confusing at first, was something else I was thankful for; I had been happy to see him again, doing well, and surprised to find out he had a career with Breaking Chains. 
 
    “Yes, he dropped in to see how we were doing. He said he had a few people to meet with in town and might stop by again later for some cookies.” 
 
    “Cool,” I stretched. “I think I’ll go help Gladys with the register for a few minutes and check out the display case for empty spots.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    We worked for most of the day baking, selling, and cleaning up. Business remained steady and gratefulness hummed inside of me. 
 
    At half-past four, Victoria rushed in. “Am I late?” she panted, heaving her book bag onto a chair. 
 
    “Not at all. You’re just in time to help me bake up some practice cupcakes.” I smiled at the teen. She and her friend Millie had been lifesavers, helping Gladys with the bakery while Sam and I had been catering at the retreat over the weekend. I had been excited to see Victoria’s text this morning asking if we still needed part-time help. She had great ideas in the kitchen and I hoped to help boost her confidence. 
 
    We walked through the swinging door from the café part of the bakery into the kitchen. I stopped short, surprised to find Millie and Sam huddled over a laptop. 
 
    “Hey, Millie! Did you come to help bake, too?” 
 
    “No way!” She shook her head quickly. “That is definitely all Victoria. You know my skills in the kitchen are limited to opening the refrigerator door, and even that goes wrong sometimes.” We all chuckled. 
 
    “I invited Millie here to help with the advertisements and flyers for our holiday promotion,” Sam explained, a twinkle in her eye. “I’m going to handle the actual wording and layout but after seeing her artwork first-hand….” 
 
    “Sam’s letting me do the graphics!” Millie bounced up and down, long blonde ponytail swaying back and forth. 
 
    My heart warmed that Sam had obviously developed a soft spot for the two girls, also, and my smile grew. “That sounds awesome,” I told them. “Millie, you should know, the beautiful tables that you painted are still receiving compliments.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she beamed. 
 
    “Do you have any other art assignments coming up? Ones where you will need to paint something large?” 
 
    Millie tilted her head and thought a moment. “I just might,” she said. “I’ll double-check the syllabus but I think we had to do three projects this summer.” 
 
    “Let me know. I have another idea for you.” Victoria and I moved to the pantry and pulled out the ingredients we would need. 
 
    “What kind of practice cupcakes are we making?” Victoria asked, eyeing the ingredients with suspicion. 
 
    “Red Velvet Blueberry Cheesecake Cupcakes!” 
 
    Just then, Gladys poked her head through the door. “Piper.…” She stepped aside as a deputy pushed his way into the room. 
 
    “Piper Rivers?” he asked. 
 
    I wiped flour from my hands and stepped forward. “Yes. May I help you?” 
 
    The man thrust a folded paper into my hands. “You’ve been served.” 
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    Gladys peeked back into the café. “Everyone is cozy. Go ahead and open it.” She waited along with Sam, Victoria, and Millie, each of them watching as I tore open the envelope. 
 
    I scanned the page, my eyes roving up and down until finally, I released the breath I had been holding. “It’s a subpoena to testify,” I answered the unspoken question on everyone’s face. 
 
    “Testify about what?” Victoria asked. 
 
    “That, that is a long story.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Hours later, I yawned. “I’m beat.” I wouldn’t tell Sam, but mentally I was a wreck, too. The words of the subpoena were burned into my brain: You are hereby summoned to be and personally appear at 8:00 AM on the 27th day of June 2019 before the Pierson County District Court to testify and to speak the truth…. 
 
    “It has seemed like a long first day back at the Ooey Gooey,” Sam nodded in agreement. “Ready to call it a night?” 
 
    I stirred and blinked to clear my head. “Yep. I think it’s time I headed home to my own cozy bed.” 
 
    Sam shot me a side-glance. “Have you heard from Griff?” 
 
    “Not yet.” I turned out the lights. 
 
    “Have you texted him to see if his date with Kendra is over?” 
 
    “Not yet.” I locked the back door as we left the bakery. 
 
    Sam laughed. “Would you be interested in stalking the town to see if we can find them?” 
 
    “I thought you would never ask!” 
 
    “Come on,” she linked her arm through mine and steered me to her yellow Juke. 
 
    Driving through our quaint little town, we scanned the parking lots of the top three best restaurants, Oyster House, Roadhouse, and Momma’s Diner, but didn’t see Griff’s truck at any of them. We passed the movie theater with a much more crowded parking lot than I expected for a Monday night. 
 
    “I don’t think they would have gone to a movie,” I said. 
 
    “Me neither. Let me think, surely not fast-food chains either.” Sam pulled into a gas station to fill up. 
 
    “I’ve got it!” Getting back in the car, Sam drove us down to the marina. A few small boats were moored at their docks, along with two larger yachts. Fishing trawlers were still out for the evening it looked like. 
 
    “The boat docks?” 
 
    “No.” Sam pointed to a well-lit building teeming with fancy cars in the parking lot. “The Daily Catch.” 
 
    I looked. Sure enough, Griff’s truck sat high above the swanky sports cars in the lot. Being so far from the hubbub of town, not to mention outrageously priced, I always forgot this restaurant existed way out here. 
 
    “How did you know Griff would be here? Is the food that good?” 
 
    “The food is that good, but that isn’t why Griff brought Kendra here.” 
 
    I waited. “Well? Why here then?” 
 
    Sam turned the car back around to the highway, angling back toward the heart of the town. “Maximum exposure,” Sam said as she merged onto the road. “Mother would have received a text, maybe even a phone call, the moment Griff walked in those doors. This is where her Catamaran Club meets. Only the social aristocracy have memberships to The Dailey Catch.” 
 
    The ride back to pick up my truck stayed quiet. Lost in thought, our arrival came quickly and took me by surprise. Sam’s reasoning for Griff made sense; still, I had lost my appetite and planned to crawl into a book and hide for a few hours when I got home. 
 
    “See you tomorrow,” Sam called through her open window as I climbed into my beautiful blue truck. I waved and, with a prayer, turned the key. The truck rumbled to life and I said a sincere thanks as I drove home. One day, I’m going to have to get the starter checked for a short. 
 
    Getting lost in a book turned out to be harder than planned. Every few minutes, rather than the words on the page, I kept picturing the subpoena again. I couldn’t believe that I had been called to testify. Me. Only me. I mean, my goodness, there were multiple of us tied up in that room. Why did the prosecution think that I could make some big difference at Regina’s trial? 
 
    Giving up on finding out whether or not Prince Charming overcame his beastly curse and met his princess, at last, I put away my book and punched the pillows into submission. Falling into a fitful sleep, I dreamed that the judge sentenced me to prison for not being able to explain how to bake a perfectly risen souffle for his wife’s birthday. 
 
    ~ 
 
    The next morning, I awoke more nervous about testifying than ever; now I feared being put back in jail for no reason. The temperature hit seventy-five degrees out before I got to the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery at five to start baking. I tossed my hair up in a short ponytail and turned on the fan in the kitchen. Sam stepped inside shortly after me. 
 
    “Wow! Your hair looks amazing in that braid.” I stepped closer to admire it. “The red kind of twirls all through it like woven ribbon.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Sam smiled as she tied her apron strings around her neck. “I couldn’t stand to have it down today. Looks like our summer heat wave is really cranking up.” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “Speaking of hair…are you going to keep your gorgeous turquoise and silver? If so, I need to schedule you an appointment with Lainey to touch them up soon. They are fading a bit and it isn’t as pretty without the turquoise.” 
 
    Sam never pulled punches, but I knew that in her own way she said it to be helpful. “You know, that would be great thanks. I’ve grown pretty attached to the colors.” 
 
    “Told you,” Sam winked. I had only dyed the tips of my hair as a prank to get her to stop bothering me about boring hair. The joke was on me because it turned out awesome and I really loved it. 
 
    “What about you? Surely by now Deidra has grown used to your red layer of hair? She might even consider it normal.” I mock-gasped; Sam’s only rebellious streak against her uppity mother’s fashion-obsessed upbringing happened when she started dyeing her hair in college. It gave Deidra fits for her daughter to have “unnatural” hair which we found hilarious considering Deidra had been covering up her gray roots for longer than I’d known her. 
 
    “I have something big in mind. When Victoria and Millie are here again later this week, I’ll tell you.” 
 
    We finished the baking in record time, and Sam went out front to unlock the door. After setting the last cookies out to cool, I carried out two glasses of tea and joined her. 
 
    “When do you have to appear in court?” she asked as we sat down at one of the tables. 
 
    “Thursday, day after tomorrow. I’m kind of nervous.” 
 
    “It’ll be like answering a few questions in a conversation; a fairly one-sided conversation. And then it’ll be over before you know it. I know you hate to speak in front of crowds, but how many people could it be anyway?” 
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    A lot. A whole lot of people, that’s how many. Wednesday had passed in a blur of busy baking and Thursday was upon us already. Thankfully, Sam and Griff were numbered among the crowd. They would be here for me when this was all over. 
 
    I was seated in the second row of benches with several people I didn’t know, and one or two familiar faces including my friend Landon and Roy, the caretaker from The Cove’s Cabins. I took a deep breath and tried to calm my mind. 
 
    “All rise for the Honorable Judge Rickson,” the bailiff bellowed. 
 
    I stood along with everyone else. My palms poured sweat as did my underarms; boy, I hoped I put enough deodorant on today. Soon, the judge asked everyone to be seated other than those of us who would be testifying. 
 
    “Raise your right hand,” he ordered. 
 
    We did. I thought it strange that they would swear us in as a group, but that is exactly what happened. Before I knew it, our oath finished and we were led out into the hallway. I didn’t realize that if you were giving testimony, you weren’t allowed to sit in the courtroom for any other part of the trial. 
 
    “There is to be absolutely no talking,” the woman who seated us outside instructed. “Remain at least one foot apart at all times.” With that, she re-entered the courtroom. I could see her stationed on alert inside the doors.  
 
    One at a time, my companions on the hall bench were called and led inside, then escorted back out to sit and wait. Maybe they will decide they don’t need my testimony. Maybe the trial will be over before they anticipated. I watched enough TV to know that I was kidding myself. These things could last for days or weeks. Oh God, please don’t let this go on for weeks. As I dreaded, my turn eventually came. 
 
    “Piper Rivers,” the doorwoman called in the same bored, monotone voice she had used each time she retrieved a witness.  
 
    “Hi!” I tossed my hand up in a small wave, instantly regretting letting my nervousness take over as the doorwoman glared at me as if I’d just shot her a rude gesture. Great, I’m not supposed to be talking, I remember; now I’ll probably get arrested for disobeying the judge or something crazy. I dropped the smile and averted my gaze from the doorwoman, walking past her, back into the courtroom, and down the side aisle to the box where the bailiff held the short swinging door open for me. 
 
    “Miss Rivers, I would like to remind you that you are under oath. Please affirm that you understand and that you swear to tell the truth,” the bailiff asked as I entered the box. 
 
    “I do…understand that is, I understand and um, I will…” my eyes slipped to the room before me. Faces swam before me, a blur of eyes on me. “Is it hot in here?” I struggled to draw breath. 
 
    ~ 
 
    I blinked. Opening my eyes wide, I spotted dirt gray ceiling tiles. Ceiling tiles? The sea of faces was gone. I blinked again and heard voices approaching. 
 
    “Piper, are you okay?” Sam’s face loomed over mine. 
 
    Griff appeared on my other side and helped me to sit up. 
 
    “I’m good. What…are we still at the courthouse?” 
 
    “Yes. You fainted when you sat down to testify. Thankfully, the bailiff was still standing close and prevented you from hitting your head or anything.” 
 
    Griff picked up where Sam stopped, “They brought you into one of the antechambers. A paramedic should be here any minute.” 
 
    “I don’t need a paramedic,” I grumbled. “I’m just an idiot scared of public speaking.” 
 
    “You are not an idiot. I don’t want you to talk like that,” Griff rubbed my back and massaged my shoulders. I could get used to this. No wonder you were always reading books about women in the middle ages passing out at the drop of a hat; if they were coddled later, who could blame them. 
 
    “Hey!” I jerked upright from my relaxed posture. “You never told me about the date with Kendra.”  
 
    Griff had been booked with multiple inspections yesterday so he hadn’t stopped at the bakery. Sam and I spent big portions of the day fine-tuning our plans to team up with Flo for some summer sales and I hadn’t had time to pester Griff with texts or phone calls. 
 
    A door opened and a fresh-faced boy with a light blue paramedic uniform hustled to my side. He placed his fingers on my wrist, checking my pulse. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m alive,” I quipped. He only nodded and continued with his check-up. After I answered an onslaught of questions concerning how I felt, what I’d eaten, if me passing out ever happened before and so on, the young man cleared me to go home for the day and left. 
 
    Before I could go anywhere, the bailiff came in. “Miss Rivers, I’ve been instructed to inform you that trial has gone into recess and will resume next Monday morning at eight. You are to be here and be ready to testify or be held in contempt.” A swift turn on his heel and he retreated from the room. 
 
    Cradling my head in my hands, I sighed. What in the world was I going to do? The thought of getting back up in front of the room full of people made my head spin and my stomach nauseated. 
 
    “Let me take you home,” Griff spoke as we exited the courthouse.  
 
    Sunshine spilled across the steps and I inhaled a deep breath of the warm, salty air. “No,” I said with a shake of my head. “I feel completely fine now and there is too much to do at the bakery. Please, drive me back there.” 
 
    He agreed and we began the trek across the road and parking lot to his truck, Sam by my side. As we rounded the end of a gray van, a man walked straight into me from behind, separating me from Sam and causing me to stumble into Griff. 
 
    “Hey!” Griff yelled at the man while trying to steady me with both hands. The man took off at a run and jumped into a waiting white Mercedes. They sped away. 
 
    “Sam,” he looked to his sister as she glared after the fleeing car. “Sam, are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Piper, check your purse. We may have been mugged.” She flipped open her purse and searched its contents. “My wallet is still here. Phone, keys, pepper spray, lipstick, everything I think.” 
 
    My wallet and phone, normally kept in my cargo pant pockets, hadn’t fit in those of my slacks so I’d been forced to use a purse to carry them to court today. I opened the mouth of the purse wide and dug around. “Phone, wallet, keys, phone, gum…wait a minute.” I reached back into the purse and handed out the contents to Sam and Griff one at a time. Sure enough, there were two phones. 
 
    My own phone, a touchscreen smartphone with the saying ‘Life is short, lick the spoon,’ on the case went back in my purse with the wallet and other items, but I held onto the strange little red flip-phone. When it rang seconds later, I nearly had a heart attack. 
 
    “Hello?” I answered. 
 
    “Pity, passing out on the stand. Testifying might be dangerous for your health, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I received no response; the caller had disconnected. 
 
    “Let’s get in the truck,” I told Griff and Sam, walking that direction before they had time to object. 
 
    “Who was that on the phone?” Sam asked. 
 
    “That man dropped it in your purse on purpose, didn’t he?” Griff’s voice hardened. Something in my face must have given it away. I refused to look back. I had to get to the truck, get my friends in the truck, and process this somewhere out of the open. 
 
    We hopped in the truck, me in the passenger seat and Sam in the back. Griff cranked it and drove out of the parking lot, stopping at the exit to pass the parking stub to the attendant and pay. 
 
    “Yes,” I said fingering the phone in my hand. “I’m certain this phone was the reason that man jostled me in the parking lot. I don’t know who it was, but they must have been in court today.” I relayed the cryptic conversation. 
 
    “I’ll drive you to the police station.” 
 
    “What? Why?” I asked Griff. 
 
    “Piper, you can’t be serious. You need to turn that phone in. Maybe the police can pull a print or something.” 
 
    “I agree with Griff,” Sam said. “Which obviously means you are going to disagree if we’re judging by our recent track record.” 
 
    “No, I know. You’re both right.” I touched Griff’s arm as he started to flip the blinker on. “Please, can we go to the bakery first and grab a snack? Give me a short time to think about who it could be, then maybe when we take it to the police, I’ll have some other thoughts or information to share with them, too. I’m sure I’ve smudged any prints by now anyway, so what could a few more hours hurt?” I gave him my best puppy-dog eyes, even though I hadn’t perfected them over time as Sam had. 
 
    “I got a partial plate on the car I think,” Sam spoke up from the backseat a while later. “At least, I tried. It was hard to read since they were going so fast, but I believe it started with CA1.” 
 
    “I’m impressed, Sis.” Griff eyed her in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Thanks. That was when I still thought the guy might’ve nicked something from our purses.” 
 
    “What doesn’t make sense to me is, I thought Regina was calling the shots on trafficking those women at the Thai Massage Parlor. If she’s in custody, who would be out here worrying about me? Another goon? Or a bigger fish?” I crossed my arms and leaned back in my seat, mulling it over. 
 
    “Goon? Fish? Have you been watching mobster shows?” Griff laughed. 
 
    Nobody seemed in the mood for any conversation. Eventually, we pulled into the lot behind the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery. 
 
    Sam scooted out of the seat and made her way to the back door. 
 
    I lingered. 
 
    Griff combed rough fingers through my hair, sweeping it behind one ear. “I have to go to work,” he said. “Promise me you will take that phone to the police.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Today.” 
 
    “Later today.” Much, much later I thought to myself. “Yes, I will.” 
 
    “Hey,” I remembered what was niggling at the back of my brain as I opened the door. Turning back, I asked, “How did dinner with Kendra go?” 
 
    “It went fine. She loved the flowers, especially when I told her my girlfriend picked them out. She’s looking forward to meeting you.” 
 
    I shook my head and waved as he drove off with a grin. Boy, to have been a fly on the wall for that conversation. I’d pull it out of him though, sooner or later. 
 
    My steps were considerably lighter as I made my way into the bakery. “Blessed air conditioning,” I smiled as a wave of cool air hit me. Things were heating up fast outside. 
 
    “Oh good! You’re here. Taste this,” Victoria appeared in front of me with a spoon. 
 
    Taking it, I shoved a full bite of cream into my mouth and let it sit. “Butterscotch and coconut?” I asked, running my tongue over the roof of my mouth to explore the lingering hints of flavor. 
 
    “Yes. What do you think?” 
 
    “It’s surprising but yummy,” I told her honestly. “What is it going to be for though?” I couldn’t for the life of me imagine what Victoria had come up with today. The girl was a fountain of experiments and ideas; most of them turned out to be delectable. Between her natural baking talent and her willingness to cover the bakery so that she could gain experience, Victoria was turning out to be a Godsend. 
 
    “I’m going to do a twist on an Oatmeal Cream Pie and make Butterscotch Oatmeal Coconut Cream Pies instead.” 
 
    I stared at her a moment, the picture coming together in my head. 
 
    “You don’t think it’s a good idea?” she took the spoon back from me and tossed it in the sink dejectedly. 
 
    “Victoria, I think it is brilliant! I imagined them, the textures and flavors, and already my mouth is watering.” I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Please let me know the moment they are done; I want to taste the first one.” 
 
    The teen rewarded me with a mile-wide smile. “You got it!” She turned to the cabinets, already collecting mixing bowls and measuring cups.  
 
    Knowing she wouldn’t need me for a bit, I pushed through the swinging door into the café to find Sam and Millie conspiring again, bent over a table with papers spread before them. 
 
    “Where’s Gladys?” I asked, not seeing her behind the counter or among the tables of customers. 
 
    “She excused herself for a while when I got here. I believe she mentioned a few errands that would take her hours to complete.” Sam raised her eyes up and down suggestively and slid me her phone. 
 
    “Ah, gotcha.” I handed the phone back after seeing that Sam had looked up the schedule for cooking classes with Chef Fabio at the Senior Citizen Center. According to the schedule posted online, the next class would start in fifteen minutes. It would last for two hours. “Did Victoria tell you about her next cookies?” 
 
    “Yes. They sounded great.” 
 
    “She’s been baking since we were like twelve,” Mille smiled. “I can’t tell you what it means to her that you’ve given her a job here. Well, both of us really. And to think, we thought we just wanted a quick job and money for electric scooters.” 
 
    “Did you get them?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Yes, we earned enough over the weekend, combined with the slight advance you gave us, to buy them. But really, we’ve gotten so much more than that working with you guys. Not many people would let two teenagers come in and trust them with the projects you’ve given us.” 
 
    “It has been our pleasure to have you here,” I assured her. “You’ve both worked your tails off and are doing an amazing job. Speaking of, what are we working on here today?” 
 
    “Millie brought the graphics for us to choose one to use in the flyers advertising the flower/cookie sale.” 
 
    “Did you pick one?” 
 
    “No, I thought that you and Flo should have a vote before we decided. Why don’t you tell me which is your favorite and then I’ll go next door and ask Flo? I’ve picked mine.” Sam held three papers up for me to look at. 
 
    “This one,” I waved the middle page and handed them back. “Though they all look incredible, Millie.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she blushed. 
 
    “Sam,” I added as they began to clear the table. “You mentioned you had a new idea for your hair?” 
 
    “That’s right!” The grin that spread across her face held so much mischief, I found myself worried.  
 
    “Tell me you aren’t chopping it all off?” I begged. Even to poke at Deidra, that would be going too far. 
 
    “Nope. I’m going to issue a challenge on the flyers. If Flo sells 150 arrangements and those people bring their coupon by and all purchase Fourth of July cookies, then I will dye my hair patriotic before the Independence Day Parade.” 
 
    She and Millie breezed out the door before I could formulate a response. The only one currently running through my head was: Patriotic hair? What does that even mean? Followed immediately by 150 arrangements! There are only ten days until the Fourth of July. 
 
    I worked the register for the rest of the afternoon. We were still getting a lot of moms in, bringing in kids for a summer treat. Sam and Millie popped back in just long enough to tell me they had finalized the flyer design and were going to make copies and start hanging flyers. 
 
    “Bring some back here first,” I told them. “That way I can start telling customers right away.” 
 
    “Will do, be back soon,” Sam agreed. 
 
    As the crowd dwindled, I stuck my head through the door to the kitchen to check on Victoria. “How’re things going?” I called. “Sorry!” I cringed as the girl jumped. 
 
    “It’s okay. I was really concentrating and didn’t hear you come in. I’m almost finished,” she gestured at the stations of cookies, cream, and finished creations spread out before her in an assembly-line manner. “Things took a little longer because on the first cookie, the butterscotch coconut cream all leaked right out the sides; it needed to be thickened up just a smidge.” She wiped her hands on the towel in her apron. “I think I’ve got it now though.” 
 
    “Good for you,” I glanced back into the bakery as the bell over the door tinkled. “Why don’t you bring a small sample plate up front when you finish? Then you and I can try them and get the opinions of a few customers, too.” 
 
    Back in the café, I greeted the man who had entered. He was new, or at least not someone I recognized and I think I would have remembered the eyebrow piercing. “Good afternoon, how can I help you?” I asked him. 
 
    Rather than acknowledge me, he looked around the room. Apparently satisfied that we were alone, he stalked forward. “Are you the owner?” His voice, gruff and low, was difficult for me to understand. 
 
    “I’m one of the owners,” I said slowly as I gave him another look. A tattoo peeking from under his short sleeve caught my eye. Odd. I looked at the man’s face again, confirming he didn’t look at all familiar. Yet, that tattoo…. Oh my gosh, I thought when it clicked. The yellowed-teeth and angular chin visible at the bottom of the tattoo, an evil grimace, resembled the demon mask tattoo the man at the massage parlor had sported. What was his name? Ansil? Asana? No that was a yoga pose. Asnee! That was it. 
 
    “I said, are you Piper,” the man ground out. Evidently, I hadn’t been paying attention. He looked ticked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m Piper. Who are you?” It definitely wasn’t Asnee standing in front of me, but that gave me no feeling of relief. If I were to guess, this guy didn’t come in to buy a cupcake.  
 
    Eyebrow-ring guy took two menacing steps forward and I was happy to have the counter between us. Still, there was nowhere to go and I wouldn’t let him in the back room with Victoria. Why the heck did we never put one of those silent-alarm -button thingies in under the register that called the police or someone to handle problem customers? 
 
    “Listen,” I stood very still. “I’m not sure what it is you need, but if you don’t plan to make a purchase, I’m going to have to ask you to leave. Now, if you’re hungry, I personally recommend the Turtle Brownies. They will fill you up in no time.” 
 
    The man growled and lunged, pulling a butterfly knife from his back pocket. I jumped back and the man grunted as he barreled into the counter. I fumbled for my own knife, clipped to a pocket in my pants and moved steadily away from the door to the kitchen. 
 
    The man sneered when I finally got my knife open with sweaty, fumbling fingers. As he stalked around the edge of the counter, I dodged and darted away. Just then, the bell on the door tinkled. My heart sank as I heard Sam’s voice and dared a glance over to see her fiddling in her purse head down. 
 
    “Piper, I’ve got these flyers for you,” she walked halfway into the room before she looked up. 
 
    “Sam, run!” I tried to warn her. Angry guy had turned when the door opened and looked torn between roughing me up or stopping her from leaving. Deciding I was the more pressing matter, the girl holding the small knife, he kept coming toward me. 
 
    I pushed a chair between us which he swept aside. I prayed Sam would go get help but the door remained silent. Scared to take my eyes off the immediate threat, I didn’t see her getting closer. 
 
    “Hey ugly!” Sam yelled. As the man turned to her with a scowl, she doused him with pepper spray. I mean, she must have shot the whole can at him. 
 
    He dropped the knife. I scooped it up as it clattered toward me. 
 
    Sputtering and snarling the man lunged at Sam. I threw my knife at him. 
 
    It probably would have worked better if I actually had real knife throwing skills, though I’m considering acquiring some; still, the knife grazed his shoulder and being assaulted from two sides convinced him to change course; he veered out the exit. 
 
    Sam locked the door and leaned against it, her head tilting back as she took deep breaths. 
 
    I bent to pick up my knife, folding it closed. Victoria came into the café at that moment with a plate full of cookies and a giant smile. “Are you ready to taste these babies?” The grin slipped from her face as she looked at the disheveled room. Tables and chairs were out of place, several desserts in the display case were knocked askew.  
 
    Plus, there was the glare Sam rained down on me, making things awkward. 
 
    “I know, I know. The police,” I held up my hands, each still grasping a knife, in surrender. “You know what Victoria?” I turned away from Sam and walked over to the speechless girl and snagged a cookie from the plate. “I’m definitely ready to try one of these. Maybe two.” 
 
    I bit into the ooey gooey goodness, pastry cream ringing my mouth, and ignored the looks being shot my direction. 
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    “Yes, sir,” I nodded for the hundredth time to Sheriff Kent. The moment I had finished my cookie, and Sam finished hers, she had ushered me to the car and driven me to the sheriff’s department to report the latest happenings. 
 
    Since Sheriff Kent had played a big part in helping rescue me from a psychopathic bride-wanna-be kidnapper not long ago, I felt comfortable talking to him. 
 
    “All that happens by putting yourself in the place of law enforcement is trouble,” he said again. 
 
    I nodded. Again. 
 
    “You say you are the only person who has handled this phone since it was dropped into your purse?” 
 
    “That’s correct. Though I’m afraid as much as I touched it, I probably obliterated any evidence that was on it.” 
 
    “And how long after the incident in the courthouse parking lot, clear in another county may I add, did this man try to attack you in your bakery?” The sheriff leaned back in his black leather chair and tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair. 
 
    I took a moment to think about the day. “Several hours,” I shrugged. 
 
    “And do you believe it was the same man?” 
 
    “Honestly, I have no idea. I hadn’t thought of that. I mean why go to all the trouble of dropping me a burner phone if he planned to expose himself out in the open?” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell if it was the same person either,” Sam added. “The guy in the parking lot had on long sleeves and a cap.” 
 
    “And Miss Lowe, when you came back to the bakery this afternoon, did you happen to see the white Mercedes anywhere nearby that you saw picking up the man in the ball cap this morning?” 
 
    “I didn’t notice it, but I wasn’t exactly looking either.” 
 
    Leaning forward in his chair, the sheriff gave us each a long look. When he spoke, he said, “I think that’s it, for now, ladies, but if anything else happens, I need to know. In the meantime, I’m going to have our tech guy take a look at this phone. Maybe, just maybe, there’s still something we can find out from it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I agreed. 
 
    “Thank you for your time Sheriff Kent,” Sam stood and shook his hand. 
 
    Sam and I exited the sheriff’s department and went straight to her car. For a moment, we simply sat. 
 
    “What now?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Are you hungry? I missed lunch today and I could go for some chicken or a burger.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” Sam cranked the car and maneuvered out of the tiny lot. “Momma’s Diner here we come,” she said. 
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    We returned to the bakery after a delicious late lunch of burgers, fries, and milkshakes. Momma’s Diner makes the best milkshakes in the South and I’ve had more than my fair share. The Triple Chocolate Quake Shake today did not disappoint. 
 
    “Now, I’m ready to collapse in a nice food coma.” Sam rubbed her stomach as we walked into the bakery from the front. Sam chose to park on the street so she could work out of the box of flyers in her car, posting them up and down the storefronts surrounding us. 
 
    I bobbed my head in agreement. “Maybe splitting that second order of fries was going overboard.” 
 
    “Hello girls,” Gladys greeted as we drew near to the counter. 
 
    “Gladys! Thanks for coming back to cover the register when we had to rush off.” Sam smiled. 
 
    “Think nothing of it. Victoria brought me up to speed on everything and I feel terrible that I wasn’t here when that horrid man accosted Piper.” 
 
    “Has Millie not returned?” I didn’t see the budding artist; she had continued on the mission to post flyers around town while Sam and I took care of business at the sheriff’s department. 
 
    Gladys shook her head. “Not yet. She texted Victoria to say she was almost done not long ago. That reminds me, Flo called and said she needs to talk to you, Piper. She was upset and it sounded urgent.” 
 
    Worried that Flo might be having second thoughts about our ideas to help the flower shop flourish, I hurried next door. 
 
    “Flo?” I called out. 
 
    “In the back.” 
 
    Flo pulled me further into the room when I entered, all the way to the back door which was propped open a crack with a spool of ribbon. 
 
    “Flo, Gladys told me you called.” 
 
    “Shh…come here.” 
 
    I joined her at the door, tiptoeing over as seemed appropriate given Flo’s furtive peeking out the back door. 
 
    “What are we looking at?” I asked. 
 
    “I think he’s gone now, but you never know if he might come back.” 
 
    “Who?” My eyebrows formed a vee as I tried to puzzle out what Flo was talking about. So far, I was lost as a goose. Do geese get lost often? I frowned further; I’d never understood who invented all the odd sayings we used, but they sure stuck in your head. 
 
    “Are you listening?” Flo interrupted my meandering thoughts. “There was a man out back. He’s gone now, but he was all over your truck.” 
 
    “My truck?” I poked my head out the back door again. Still, nobody to be seen. I knew I kept it locked so I wasn’t worried the man had stolen anything. 
 
    “Yes. I was taking a small bag of trash out – those flower stems start to stink pretty quickly if you don’t dispose of them – and saw him poking around. He was crawling out from under it and I ran back inside as fast as I could. I don’t think he saw me.” 
 
    This didn’t bode well. I knew one thing; the sheriff would want to hear about it. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Griff pulled up beside the curb about a minute after the sheriff had arrived and roped off the employee parking lot behind the bakery. Deputies swarmed my truck, going over it with various instruments. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around Griff and he rested his chin on my head. “See,” I tilted my head toward the scene. “I called the sheriff.” 
 
    “Please, tell your girlfriend not to engage in a knife fight with unsavory criminals.” Sam joined us, hands on her hips. 
 
    “I see,” I retorted before Griff responded. “You would prefer they were savory criminals? And would that be in reference to their smell or what exactly? I’ll admit, there was a bit too much menthol cigarette smoke wafting from him for my tastes.” 
 
    “How about no knife fights at all?” Griff squeezed me a little tighter, effectively ending what could have turned into hours of sarcastic banter. 
 
    “You take all the fun out of everything,” I told him. 
 
    A small, lopsided grin broke free of the worried expression on his face. 
 
    “I sent Gladys and the girls home. Locked up the bakery, too.” Sam watched as one deputy called the sheriff over to look at something. They knelt on the ground a minute before the sheriff held out a clear baggy and the deputy dropped something inside. 
 
    “Thanks. Looks like that was probably for the best,” I freed myself from Griff’s grasp and linked arms with the two of them. “Come on. Let’s go see what they’ve found.” 
 
    Flo, after giving her statement and a description of the man, had decided to remain inside her shop. I didn’t blame her. My stomach somersaulted; my nerves were as frayed as the ends of a rough-cut rope, yet curiosity stirred up inside of me as well. 
 
    “Sheriff,” Griff stuck his hand out and shook hands with Sheriff Kent as we met him in the middle of the parking lot. Deputies were beginning to load things back into the trunk of a police car. 
 
    Well, that’s good, right? They finished quickly and nobody looks terribly worried. 
 
    “Miss Rivers, I’m afraid I have some bad news.” 
 
    So much for good. Thanks for sugarcoating it, sheriff. I braced myself for the sheriff’s next words. 
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    “A bug?” I jutted my head forward, determined to make sure I had heard the sheriff correctly. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Similar in model to the bug my tech guy pulled off the red burner phone planted in your purse. This type is used as a tracking device.” 
 
    “Are you serious? Do people really do that? I thought that was all an exaggeration on tv shows where you see criminals accessing the latest tech and using it to beat the good guys.” 
 
    “It wasn’t exactly high-grade stuff,” the sheriff conceded. “But it probably gave them your location at the bakery today. Since that didn’t work, your perp came back to bug your truck. It seems likely they planned to try another run at you at your home.” Sheriff Kent rubbed one hand along his scruffy jawline. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Griff took my hand and squeezed. “That could easily have been a bomb planted instead of a bug. Sheriff, can you post a patrol at the bakery and at Piper’s home? We need to make sure nobody is getting near her.” 
 
    “Or she can come to stay with me,” Sam suggested. 
 
    “No. I’m not putting anyone else in danger, I’ll stay at my own place. Thank you,” I told her. “I appreciate it. But the sheriff has the bug, this creep won’t know where to find me now anyway.” 
 
    “Write down the address,” Sheriff Kent said over my head to Griff. “I’ll dispatch a unit to make regular rounds at Miss River’s home this evening.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Griff walked to his truck for paper. 
 
    The sheriff and his deputies finished up in no time. In possession of my address, the sheriff warned me to be aware of my surroundings and to call if there was trouble before they left. 
 
    “Ready to call it an early night?” Sam looked at me and Griff. 
 
    I checked the time on my phone and saw that I had a new text. “Nope. Gladys invited us over for supper. Says she has already cooked it and that there is no point in saying no.” 
 
    “Do you think she’d mind one more?” Griff asked. 
 
    “You’re her favorite,” I smirked. “I doubt she will mind a bit.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Sam pulled her car into the driveway. I parked my truck at the curb of the canary-yellow bungalow and waited for Griff who had to park further down the block. 
 
    “House kind of matches her personality, doesn’t it?” He asked as he strolled up with his hands in his jean pockets. 
 
    “Yep. And Sam’s Juke, too,” I joked. 
 
    “Very funny,” she shouted from up the walkway. 
 
    Griff and I stepped onto the front porch the same time as Gladys opened the door. Following Sam inside, I inhaled deeply. “Something smells incredible,” I said, hugging Gladys. 
 
    “It’s just a little something,” she tisked, waving a hand. Leading us into the kitchen, she asked about the truck and the sheriff and we each filled her in on the findings. 
 
    “And you’re really going to stay at your apartment alone anyway?” Gladys wanted to know. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I insisted. 
 
    “Stubborn,” Griff muttered under his breath. 
 
    Once seated at the table, Gladys took the covers off of several dishes. “Grilled Niçoise Tuna Steak, Vegetable Tian, and a Roasted Nut Green Bean Salad.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, knee-shwah what?” I asked in an attempt to copy the strange new word describing our Tuna. “You’re going to have to interpret that for me.” I looked at Gladys expectantly. 
 
    “Niçoise, it’s only a fancy word for French, dear. Now dig in.” 
 
    Sam raised the ever-arcing eyebrow and shot me a knowing look. 
 
    Another French dinner, hmm? I nearly giggled, using my napkin to disguise it as a cough. 
 
    “This looks wonderful, Gladys. Thank you for including me,” Griff started filling his plate, oblivious to our silent conversation. 
 
    “The Vegetable Tian looks especially gorgeous,” I agreed. I heaped a pile of parmesan-covered, sliced eggplant, squash, tomato, and potato onto my plate. “You know, I believe this might be my first experience with tuna steak,” I admitted. 
 
    “Really? How is that possible?” Sam asked as she spread her napkin daintily in her lap. “It’s probably my favorite fish.” 
 
    We munched quietly for several minutes, everyone enjoying the flavors and lost in their own thoughts. 
 
    “Well, I’m sold. The tuna is delicious Gladys.” I cut a few more bites off of my fish. 
 
    “I agree. What did you use to make this great crust on the outside?” Sam asked before popping another piece into her mouth. 
 
    “Dried herbs and butter.” Gladys scooped more veggies onto her own plate. “I’m glad that you like it. So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “Plan?” Sam asked. 
 
    “For figuring out who is trying to get to Piper.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Griff said. “These guys are dangerous. Nobody needs to do any figuring out. The sheriff was elected to do just that.” 
 
    “Right you are!” Gladys smiled at Griff before sending a very obvious wink at Sam and I, nearly making me choke on my salad. “Griff, why don’t you wait outside while the girls help me clear the table?” she asked not long after that, as the last fork clattered to its empty plate. 
 
    He frowned but wandered through the living room and out onto the back patio.  
 
    After the sliding door clicked shut, Gladys leaned forward and, with a conspiratorial whisper, said, “Okay, now tell me the truth. What are we going to do to get these people away from Piper? What do they want?” 
 
    Shrugging, I leaned my elbows on the table. “It has to be about the trial. That’s the only thing that makes sense, yet at the same time, it makes no sense at all. Multiple people are supposed to testify, it isn’t like things hinge on me alone to make charges stick to Regina.” 
 
    “Plus, they have the voicemail on your phone. Isn’t that going to be admitted into evidence? You shared it with Officer Grumpy over in Pierson County already,” Sam ran her fingers through her long hair, making me wonder again exactly what patriotic hair would look like if the challenge were met and she dyed it for the holiday next month. 
 
    “Yes, I gave them the voicemail. Honestly, I have no idea what they think I can say in a trial that is going to be any different. I’m happy to leave it alone this time. Truly.” 
 
    Sam and Gladys gave me skeptical looks. I shrugged and began picking up dishes, carrying them to the kitchen.  
 
    After cleaning the kitchen, at least partially before Gladys insisted that she could do it tomorrow, we joined Griff on the patio. 
 
    “How are Jack and Drew?” I asked after a lull in the conversation. 
 
    “Fairing pretty well,” Gladys answered. “Though truth be known, Drew’s been pouting about the heat wave.” 
 
    Griff looked to me, confusion wrinkling his brow. 
 
    “You haven’t met Jack and Drew, have you, Griff?” 
 
    “No, can’t say that I have.” 
 
    “Why, where are my manners!” Gladys stood and reached for Griff’s hand. “I’ll introduce you at once.” 
 
    “Isn’t it a bit late to be dropping in on people?” he reached to set down his glass of water before Gladys tugged him away from the patio table. 
 
    Sam bit her lip to stifle the laughter.  
 
    I did my best to remain expressionless, only offering a shrug when Griff looked to me to chime in. 
 
    A few quick steps down the stone path and Gladys halted in front of two palm trees, one tall and the other short and stubby. “Here we are,” she said. “This big fella is Jack. Drew is younger and still moody, but don’t tell him I said so,” Gladys whispered behind her hand. 
 
    Griff stared for a moment and leaned closer. I imagined the detailed facial features carved into the trees were slightly harder to make out in the dim evening light. After a moment though, he saw them. “I see what you mean there, about Drew pouting,” Griff pointed. The smaller tree’s leaves were drooping low, rather than fanning out. Sam and I held in a giggle as Gladys fawned over her creations with a new audience. 
 
    Shortly after Griff had the pleasure of meeting Jack and Drew, and once he had complimented Gladys on her woodcarving skills, we excused ourselves and the three of us headed to our vehicles. 
 
    “I’m going to follow you home and make sure you are safe in your apartment,” Griff held the door of my truck open for me. 
 
    “Don’t argue,” Sam leaned out the window of her car as she backed down the drive. “He’s following you or else.” Sam simply smiled and waved as I stuck my tongue out at her. “Be safe,” she called. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Pulling up into the dimly lit lot of my apartment complex, I scanned the dim parking lot. No white Mercedes. I exhaled and parked. 
 
    Griff pulled into the spot next to my truck. I stepped closer as he rolled down the passenger side window. 
 
    “Thanks for making sure I got home safely,” I told him, standing on the running board to better see inside the cab. 
 
    “Always,” he smiled. “Now, go get some rest. You’ll need it. I plan to take you on our first date tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Oh? But you haven’t asked me,” I waggled my eyebrows at him. 
 
    “That’s because I don’t care if I have to kidnap you myself, you’re going.” 
 
    I laughed. “How about I give in and say a date sounds lovely? It would be a fun new experience whereas the role of the kidnap victim is getting kind of old.” 
 
    I headed inside, locking the door behind me. Though I was still stuffed from supper at Gladys’s house, my sweet tooth was kicking in. From the cabinet in the kitchen, I took out my stash of dark chocolate chips, poured some into a small bowl, and carried them to my bedroom. I changed into comfy shorts and a t-shirt, emptying the pockets of my cargo pants before tossing all of the clothes into a heap in the bathroom floor. Laundry was a chore that could wait for tomorrow. 
 
    Plumping my pillows behind me, scooting my bowl of dark chocolate chips closer, I settled into my bed crossed-legged and opened the little notebook, deciding to get some work done on plans for the Fourth of July desserts. 
 
    Beep. 
 
    I checked my phone, expecting to see a message from Sam. It was Millie. 
 
    Millie: Wanted to check in on you guys. Was everything okay this afternoon? 
 
    How sweet. I texted her back right away. 
 
    Me: Thanks for asking! All is good now. See you tomorrow afternoon? 
 
    Millie: Yep. Cya. 
 
    I took time to text Sam as well, knowing she would appreciate it. 
 
    Me: Home safe. Planning red, white, and blue dessert menu. Ideas? 
 
    Sam: Go. To. Bed. 
 
    Me: So, no ideas? 
 
    Sam: Strawberry. Blueberry. 
 
    Me: ?? Great. Night. 
 
    I added some fruit-jelly sandwich cookies to the list, scribbling the last word with a yawn. Sam was right, as usual; I should sleep. 
 
    Taking my now empty bowl to the kitchen, I turned off lights and set the thermostat a little cooler. I hesitated before going back to the bedroom. Tiptoeing to my window, I pulled back the curtain an inch and peeked out. 
 
    I wasn’t prepared for the sight that met my eyes. My heart skipped a beat. 
 
    Griff still sat in his truck, an eye on my place. My own personal guardian angel. I dropped the curtain before he noticed me. 
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    On Friday morning, Sam and I pulled into the parking lot of the bakery at nearly the same time. 
 
    I had slept like a baby, confident that Griff would keep me safe. I heard his truck rumble to life when I began clicking on lights this morning, and another peek through the window showed him driving away; he had stayed all night long. 
 
    “Morning,” I cringed, hearing the chipper tones in my own voice. 
 
    Sure enough, Sam looked at me with suspicion. “Why do you sound so refreshed and eager to start the day?” 
 
    “Excited to be at work?” I tried. 
 
    “Not buying it,” she unlocked the door and we went into the kitchen. Victoria and Millie wouldn’t be coming in until after lunch. Gladys wasn’t planning to work the register today, but I expected we would see her later in the morning regardless. For now, it was just the two of us. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You’ve never been able to keep secrets from me,” Sam insisted. “Why think now is any different? I was up half the night worrying about you and here you are with a spring in your step as if nothing is wrong, no bad guys tried to get you, nobody put a tracker on your phone, all is right with the world.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you didn’t sleep well!” Guilt curled in my belly. Poor Sam, I didn’t realize she had been so worried. 
 
    “Are you telling me you slept fine?” 
 
    I nodded. “Griff slept in his truck in the parking lot. I don’t think he wanted me to know, so that’s why I didn’t say anything. If I had known how worried you were, I would have texted you.” 
 
    “Sheesh. You owe me a nap,” she fiddled with the Keurig until it lit up. Placing a large cup under the spicket, she put a dark roast coffee pod in and hit start. 
 
    “I can’t do anything about naptime, but what if I tell you something else that will make you forget all about being tired and annoyed with me?” 
 
    “Fat chance,” she crossed her arms. “But I guess I’ll let you try.” Sam’s ever-present smile broke free. “Tell me what?” 
 
    “Griff and I have a date tonight.” 
 
    “What?!” Her shriek filled the room. I hoped Flo wasn’t next door yet, she’d certainly think one of us was getting murdered. 
 
    “Yep, attendance is apparently mandatory.” I grinned, opening the large fridge door and retrieved two bowls of chilled cookie dough, closing the door with my foot. 
 
     “Well, it is about time.” Sam picked up her coffee cup, add an ice cube, and placed it on the stainless-steel worktable. “Want me to get started on the unicorns?” 
 
    I chuckled. She wouldn’t say I was right, of course, but I knew Sam’s newfound energy had nothing to do with the coffee and everything to do with my news. Rather than find it odd, Sam had accepted the fact that her brother and I had feelings for each other, seemed delighted by it as a matter of fact. 
 
    “If you could handle the unicorns that would be awesome,” I answered her.  
 
    An order for two dozen unicorn sugar cookies, complete with glitter decoration, had to be made this morning for a young woman to pick up before lunch. The woman, Mary, had volunteered to handle food for her niece’s birthday party. “They have to be spectacular,” she had told us. “I do have a reputation as the best aunt ever to uphold.” We had laughed and promised to create majestic unicorn cookies. 
 
    A banging on the back door caused me to slip and cut my finger with the knife I’d been using to slice small rounds out of the cookie dough log in front of me. 
 
    “Who in the world could that be?” I wondered aloud as I wadded a paper towel onto my finger to staunch the bleeding. 
 
    We didn’t have to wait long to find out. 
 
    “Piper, Sam. It’s Flo.” Bang. Bang. Bang. “Can you let me in?” 
 
    Sam unlocked the door and Flo slipped inside. Sam checked outside before shutting and locking the door again. “Flo, is everything okay?” she asked. 
 
    “It worked!” 
 
    “What worked?” I pulled the paper towel from my finger. Blood bubbled up and I put it back, surprised at how deeply I had cut it. 
 
    “The ad.” Flo grabbed Sam by the hands and spun her in a circle. “The ad worked. There were three orders before I closed yesterday and another seven on the answering machine this morning.” 
 
    “Congratulations!” Sam smiled. 
 
    “That’s great,” I added. Warmth bubbled up inside of me, a sense of pride that our idea was helping Flo’s store. 
 
    “I better get started,” Flo released Sam’s hands. “I couldn’t wait another minute to tell you and to thank you both. Piper, what happened to your finger?” 
 
    “Just an accident.” 
 
    “You should really be more careful,” Flo admonished as she left. 
 
    “I’m so happy business is picking up for her,” Sam locked the back door for the umpteenth time that morning. 
 
    “Definitely.” I washed and bandaged my finger before getting back to work. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Hours later, I placed the last tray of Strawberry Lemonade Cookies onto a rack to cool. Right now, they were simply strawberry sugar cookies; I would have to wait a while before being able to frost them with the lemon-infused frosting. 
 
    “Holy sprinkles! Sam those unicorns look magical.” 
 
    “Do you think so?” she put down the piping bag and flexed her fingertips. “I’ve still got several more to go.” 
 
    I stared at the platter containing the finished cookies. Whimsical, glittering masterpieces. The horn on each unicorn was silver sanding sugar, it might as well have been stardust. Long elegant necks and the head were white royal icing. Each unicorn had a swirling mane of pink, purple, and orange buttercream. Every one, that is, except a single unicorn cookie, on a plate of its own. 
 
    “What is that one?” I gestured to the cookie set apart. 
 
    Sam picked up the plate, bringing it closer for me to admire. This unicorn was a shimmering pink – royal icing sprinkled with pearlescent glitter – with a golden horn and deep violet buttercream mane. “This, this is the special cookie for the special birthday girl,” Sam flashed a smile my way before putting the plate back down. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think that Mary will forever hold the title of best aunt ever when she shows up to the party with these cookies.” I dipped a finger in the bowl of leftover icing. “I better go unlock the doors. I’ll be in the café if you need me.” 
 
    Sam didn’t answer, caught up in the tiny details of her creations once again. 
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    “Hey there,” I greeted as Landon walked in the door midmorning. “I didn’t know we would be seeing you today.” 
 
    “Hey yourself,” he said as he neared, leaning on the counter. “Is Sam here? I have a favor to ask the two of you.” 
 
    “Sure, let me get her.” I pushed open the swinging door and stuck my head in. “Sam, do you have a minute?” 
 
    “Be right there,” she called. 
 
    “She’ll be right out,” I told Landon. “Can I get you anything? Cookie? Coffee?” 
 
    “Coffee and one of those fancy scone things would be great. I haven’t eaten breakfast yet.” 
 
    “Grab a table and I’ll bring it over.” 
 
    Landon nodded and chose a table in the corner, close to the counter. 
 
    “Hey, Piper what’s up? Did you need me to watch the register?” Sam stopped as she noticed Landon, brushing strands of red and blonde hair behind her ear. “Hi, Landon.” 
 
    Landon stood up, hugging Sam and pulling out a chair for her to be seated. I brought a plate of Nutella Scones to the table with a coffee for Landon and plenty of extra napkins. I watched the two of them chatting as I sat down, pulling out my own chair. 
 
    We each helped ourselves to a scone and, after a bite, I asked, “What’s this favor you need?” 
 
    “Favor?” Sam echoed. 
 
    “Yes. If you can’t help, it is no big deal, but I thought it would be worth asking.” Landon wiped his hands on a napkin and took a drink of coffee. Our other patrons were settled in at their own tables, conversations humming all around. “Thanks to the arrests at the massage parlor in Lion’s Cove, BeeBee was recognized as a victim and the police released her right away. That’s the good news.” 
 
    “There’s bad news?” Sam leaned forward. 
 
    Nodding, Landon continued. “BeeBee has nowhere to go right now, no money to get her own place, and no job anymore.” 
 
    “I thought Breaking Chains had rehabilitation programs and things like that?” I nibbled on another small bite of scone. 
 
    “We do. Unfortunately, BeeBee doesn’t trust any of it. She’s afraid she’ll get swept off into another hell-hole somewhere and forced to do things she doesn’t want to. She is determined to make a life for herself, which I understand, but you can see she has no idea where to start.” 
 
    “That poor girl. What is the favor you need from us?” Sam asked. 
 
    “I think she would trust the two of you. Heck, I think she already does to a degree; she did talk to you, after all, and try to help when you were investigating to clear my name. I thought maybe you could brainstorm some ideas that would help her get back on her feet, reach out to her?” Landon ran his hands through his hair. “It’s a lot to ask, and like I said…” 
 
    “We’d love to help,” Sam put a hand on his arm and stopped him. “Isn’t that right, Piper?” 
 
    “In any way we can,” I agreed. My heart ached for BeeBee. The young Asian girl we met during our weekend trip to Lion’s Cove had been scared, but strong. I couldn’t imagine the things she had been through. I found myself eager to help her; to find out her story and help her write the rest of it herself. 
 
    “How do we reach her?” Sam, always a step ahead, wanted to know. 
 
    “I’m going to give her your numbers, put the choice in her hands.” 
 
    “Start giving her control in her own life and choices again,” I nodded. “Landon, that is so smart!” I stepped away for a moment as Mary came in to pick up the Unicorn Birthday Cookie order. She was thrilled, as predicted, and gave Sam a hug when I pointed her out as the decorator. 
 
    Closing up the cash register, I rejoined Sam and Landon at the table. Landon stood, getting ready to leave. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you both. I’m going to go, we’re still cleaning up Regina’s mess at the office, but I’ll get in touch with BeeBee right away. Hopefully, she will contact one of you soon.” 
 
    Sam wiped down the table after Landon left. Gladys strolled in right after. 
 
    “I passed that cute boy, Landon.” She carried a large paper sack with her. “Piper, tell me, was he here to try and wrestle you away from Griff?” 
 
    I laughed. “No. I do think he may be trying to steal a heart, but it isn’t mine.” 
 
    Gladys narrowed her eyes and glanced at Sam then back at me. “You don’t say…interesting. I’m going to have to keep an eye on this.” 
 
    Amused at how invested Gladys was in our lives, yet puzzled at why she would be keeping her cooking classes secret from us, I decided to change the subject. “What’s in the bag?” 
 
    Sam finished cleaning the tables and joined us. “Hey, Gladys. What have you got there?” 
 
    “Supplies, my dears. Supplies. I was about to ask Piper if we might go in the back so I can show you.” Gladys darted her eyes around. 
 
    Other than a group of ladies chatting and enjoying coffee, and their kids fighting over cookie pieces at the next table, the bakery had emptied out of customers. 
 
    “Let me top off these coffees and then I’ll be back. You two go ahead,” I motioned them ahead of me to the kitchen. 
 
    Not a minute later, the three of us sat at stools at the stainless-steel island. 
 
    “So, what are the supplies for?” I asked. 
 
    “Safety, of course.” 
 
    Sam and I shared a concerned look. 
 
    “Whose safety?” 
 
    “Ours. While we figure out who is after you. Not to mention you seem to have a nasty habit of getting into tight spots.” 
 
    I shrugged. Lately, she was correct. 
 
    Gladys unfolded the brown paper bag and reached a hand inside. “Now let’s see here,” she muttered. “Ah! There you are.” 
 
    Out of the bag came an industrial sized can of pepper spray. Followed by two more. 
 
    “Gladys, really…” I began. 
 
    Sam snatched up one of the cans. “Awesome! I didn’t know they came this big.” She stuffed it in her purse. I glared. She shrugged. “Saved your butt with it yesterday, didn’t I?” 
 
    I made a face and remained quiet. 
 
    Rustling noise drew our eyes back to Gladys. She was elbow deep into the bag again. Seriously, there’s more? This time three tiny bottles appeared. 
 
    “Awe! What are those little things?” Sam’s voice dripped with delight; she loved miniature things.  
 
    Gladys spun the bottles to face us. 
 
    “Amino Energy Plus,” I read the label. 
 
    “Blue Raspberry flavor!” Sam sounded far too excited about everything in Gladys’s bag of supplies. 
 
    “And we will need this because?” 
 
    “Piper, we need this on a regular day. Just think how much more we need it on a day when you’ve been being stubborn, kidnapped, attacked, or I’ve been awake worrying about you being stubborn, kidnapped, and attacked.” Sam scooped up her energy drink and added it to her purse. 
 
    “Plus, I’m sure we might need it for some all-night stakeouts,” Gladys clapped hopefully. 
 
    “Unlikely,” I warned. 
 
    “Party pooper,” she huffed. 
 
    Sandwich size Ziploc bags were added to the pile. 
 
    “Please explain.” I crossed my arms. 
 
    “I’m lost on this one, too,” Sam admitted. 
 
    “Girls, don’t you know Ziploc bags can be used for almost anything?” She held up a hand and began ticking off a list on her fingers. “Collecting evidence. Carrying emergency cookies. Piping frosting. Microwaving omelets. Avoiding leaving fingerprints.” 
 
    Sam snagged four or five bags and added them to her purse, her grin growing by the minute.  
 
    My jaw dropped. There wasn’t even time for me to process the things wrong with that list before Gladys began searching the bag a fourth time. Sam and I waited in silence. 
 
    The voice of Dory shouting Eh Mr. Grumpy Gills made me jump and Gladys lunged for a can of pepper spray. 
 
    “Gladys, it’s my phone,” I held out my hands, motioning for her to stop. 
 
    “You have got to change that ringtone,” Sam said. “It’s dangerous.” 
 
    I refused to admit it out loud, but she was right; that ringtone had a habit of going off at bad times and was the reason we got caught and held captive last weekend. I answered the phone, managing to swipe the screen before the call went to voicemail. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Piper Rivers?” the gravelly voice snapped. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “This is Officer Campbell. It seems, well, it seems the voicemail you provided has been lost.” 
 
    “Lost?” 
 
    “Lost. Erased. Stolen. Corrupted. Deleted. I don’t really know; I don’t understand all that technical mumbo-jumbo,” Officer Campbell yelled through the phone. Quieting, he continued. “It’s gone. We need that voicemail introduced during your testimony on Monday. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, I understand.” I nodded though he obviously couldn’t see me. “I’ll bring it. About Monday,” I swallowed, my throat suddenly dryer than a bag of crushed graham crackers. “Monday, do you think the voicemail is enough? Maybe my testimony isn’t really a big deal….” 
 
    “You will testify Monday, you have to.” Officer Campbell hung up the phone. 
 
    “Well?” Sam tapped her fingers on the table and tilted her head. 
 
    “I think I know why someone doesn’t want me to testify.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The voicemail is gone. The file is gone or damaged, something that makes it unusable now. My testimony and my phone are the only records of Regina’s confession to the arson and kidnapping.” 
 
    “You know what that means,” Gladys spoke up. We turned to look at her across the table. “It means we definitely needed my bag of supplies. Regina’s thugs will keep coming for you.” 
 
    “I really hope you’re wrong,” I told her. 
 
    “Still,” Sam motioned to the bag. “Let’s see the rest.” 
 
    Gladys gleefully resumed her reveal of the supplies. 
 
    Next came three tiny plastic squares with a hole punched in them. 
 
    Sam raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Key finders. I couldn’t afford those fancy GPS secret spy locators. Besides,” Gladys smiled, “these came in a three-pack so I took it as a sign.” 
 
    Another hand went into the paper bag. 
 
    “What is this, Mary Poppins’s magic paper sack?” I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Surely the bag should’ve burst with all the things it held inside. 
 
    Sam continued to stick goodies in her purse. 
 
    “Almost done,” Gladys promised. “Here we are, my very favorite thing.” 
 
    “Is that…,” Sam wiggled around on her stool like a kid at Christmas. 
 
    “A panic button!” Gladys’s eyes shone triumphantly, a glow of pride on her face. 
 
    I looked at the round red and silver objects, small enough to fit in the palm of my hand. “What do you do with a panic button?” I frowned. 
 
    Sam leaned across the table and tapped the red button. A shrill whistle pierced the air, followed by whirring sirens and something blathering on like Daffy Duck. 
 
    I covered my ears. 
 
    Gladys tapped the button again and the noises ceased. 
 
    Realizing we had been in the back far too long, and concerned our customers might be freaking out after the panic button alarms, I pushed through the swinging door to check things out. 
 
    One child was curled in his mother’s lap crying. Two others were plastered to the front glass looking for police cars outside. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I apologized as the women at the table looked up at me. “A friend, she was playing a prank. Can I get you a few more cookies, on the house?” 
 
    Once I had bagged up half a dozen Chocolate Chunkies and waved the ladies and kids out the door, I re-entered the kitchen. 
 
    Sam’s purse now bulged at the seams. My set of supplies and Gladys’s were still spread across the island. 
 
    “Where did you get all of this stuff anyway?” I asked picking up a panic button, careful not to press it. 
 
    “Amazon of course,” Gladys said as if there weren’t any other places to shop. 
 
    “I hate to break it to you,” I crossed my arms, “but these things aren’t all going to fit in my pockets. The one day I’ve carried a purse this month I was accosted and a phone planted on me, so I’m out on that option.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I thought of that?” Gladys asked. 
 
    “Um…I don’t know. Did you?” 
 
    “Of course. I was just telling Sam that I have the perfect solution for you when she asked the same question.” 
 
    “You were?” I looked at Sam. She studiously avoided eye contact. Not good. 
 
    “Yes. Here.” Gladys turned the paper bag upside down. “You can even pick which color: camo or black.” 
 
    I gaped. Sam had turned her back completely to us but I could see her shoulders shaking in silent laughter. 
 
    “I got myself one, too; purses get in the way if you need to run.” Gladys held up the two plastic fanny packs. “What’ll it be, black or camo?” 
 
    I groaned. “Black.” I took the bag, cringing at the thought of putting the shiny plastic pouch around my waist, but knowing there was no getting out of it with these two. I stuffed the fanny pack full of the supplies. The buckle snapped into place with a loud click. I tried to adjust the pack so that it sat more toward my hip; maybe I could block people’s view of it with my arm. 
 
    “Now we’re ready.” Gladys patted her own fanny pack, smack dab in the middle of her waist. 
 
    “For what?” I asked. 
 
    “For anything.” 
 
    I seriously doubted that but was smart enough to maintain my silence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10[image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Piper!” The bell tingling over the door was drowned out by Flo’s excited yell as she entered the bakery later Friday afternoon. “I’ve had ten more red, white, and blue flower arrangements today.” 
 
    “That’s great!” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I frowned. “It isn’t great?” 
 
    “No. Yes. Well, it would be if I had about six hands.” 
 
    “Oh.” I understood. There had been more than a few times at the beginning of the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery where Sam and I thought we would never get enough baking done. Things improved as we got into routines, and now with Victoria and Millie helping part-time things were simple most days. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Flo continued. 
 
    “Millie!” 
 
    “What?” Flo looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. 
 
    The bell jingled and in walked Millie, whom I’d seen parking her scooter out front. 
 
    “You should ask Millie to help you, Flo. She’s very artistic already, so you could probably teach her some tricks for flower arranging in no time.” 
 
    “Did I hear my name?” Millie worked to smooth down strands of blonde hair that had been mussed up beneath her helmet. 
 
    Flo smiled. “Do you like flowers?” 
 
    Soon, it was settled. Millie would spend her afternoons working with Flo instead of at the bakery for the same amount of pay. 
 
    “This should be really fun! My art so far has all been two-dimensional.” Millie chatted eagerly, asking questions and nodding as Flo answered. They set off for the flower shop to get started at once. 
 
    ~ 
 
    “You should go.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked Sam. The clock on the wall showed it was only a little after five that evening. 
 
    “Yes. Go. Relax, freshen up, get ready for your date.” She shooed me away from the counter with a kitchen towel. “Victoria and I will manage everything fine until closing. She’s back there whipping up some outrageous brownie batter as we speak.” 
 
    Sam was right. They could handle things, even though it had been a busy afternoon. A lot of the customers coming in were placing advance orders for the Fourth of July with their coupons. It would be all-hands-on-deck next week for getting the extra orders ready. 
 
    “Thank you! I’ll see you in the morning.” I hugged Sam and stepped through the swinging door to the kitchen. Delicious chocolate aromas filled the room and I stopped to enjoy them for a moment. After telling Victoria goodbye, and swiping a finger through the bowl of brownie batter for tasting, I traded my apron for my keys and headed to my truck. 
 
    Outside the sun still shone brightly and the heat evoked immediate drops of sweat on my neck and forehead. I wiped them off, getting into and cranking the truck. As I leaned forward to set the AC temperature cooler, I noticed a fluttering through the windshield; a yellow paper was stuck below the truck’s windshield wiper. I opened the door and stood, leaning out and snatching the paper inside the truck with me before slamming the door back. 
 
    “What have we here?” I mused. The yellow paper was lined, appearing to be a standard sheet torn from a notepad, and folded into a small rectangle. I unfolded the paper. A note, handwritten in large letters, said: MEET ME. 113 CRESTWAY. RIGHT AWAY. 
 
    I turned the paper over. No signature. I pulled out my phone and saw one missed call from Griff. Griff! I put the truck in drive. Maybe this was his way of being romantic. I did think our date was supposed to be later this evening, but I wouldn’t put it past him to try and surprise me. I drove toward Crestway street, smiling as I tried to figure out where we might be going over there. 
 
    The address wasn’t far away. It was in a newer part of town. So new, in fact, that when I pulled up at what the GPS said was number 113, I realized there wasn’t even a completed building here; it was a construction site. Maybe Griff had to work late on an inspection I decided and he didn’t want to cancel our date. 
 
    I parked on the street and hopped out of the truck. Beeping the lock button, I started walking toward the open gate in the chain link fence surrounding the property. When I didn’t see Griff’s truck after walking several yards onto the site, an uneasy feeling began creeping up my spine and along my neck. I continued walking as I dialed Griff’s cell. The ringing went unanswered, voicemail picking up. I hung up the phone, deciding I would have to text him instead. 
 
    A noise past the dumpster and by a stack of pallets captured my attention. It sounded male, maybe someone talking on the phone. I relaxed, rolling my shoulders to loosen the tension that had been building. If Griff were on the phone with a client, he wouldn’t be able to take my call. I walked slowly in the direction of the voice, not wanting to interrupt.  
 
    Oh sheesh, the fanny pack I palmed my forehead, embarrassed, chiding myself for not taking the silly thing off as soon as Gladys left the bakery. I started to unbuckle it -at least if I carried it, it wouldn’t look as much like I was a tourist on vacation for the first time ever – but left it on. If I was carrying it around that would look even stranger. Griff would be sure to ask what was inside, and I didn’t want to have to tell him about Gladys’s supplies. 
 
    As I got closer, the voice carrying to me rose and I realized two things: one, that wasn’t Griff; two, whoever it was sounded angry. 
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    I froze. Now that I was closer, I could hear a second voice. This one was lower and talking fast; too fast, the words were impossible to make out. Griff wasn’t here. I was certain of that now. I began to tiptoe backward. 
 
    A sharp noise cracked like thunder in the quiet evening, then a second, both echoing off of the large metal dumpster.  
 
    A yelp escaped me, the noise catching me completely off guard. 
 
    A thud followed, like that of dropping something heavy on the ground, and then the loud, angry voice shouted. “Who’s there?” 
 
    I turned tail to run, but it was too late. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    Regretting it, but too scared to disobey, I stopped and turned back to the source of the noise. Sure enough, the man who had stepped out from his place of cover was holding a shiny black gun. Gulp. Aimed right at me. 
 
    “Toss the phone.” Covered in tattoos from his neck down to his wrists, he stared at me with cold eyes. Not a muscle twitched, there was no falter, his arm perfectly steady as the gun remained leveled at my chest. 
 
    I tossed my phone, throwing it a couple of feet to my right. No way was I putting it closer to him than to me. It began to ring. Of course! Now that I couldn’t possibly answer and scream for help. 
 
    A sharp crack reverberated through the air. 
 
    My eyes squeezed shut reflexively, waiting for the impact. Nothing. No pain. No other sounds. Forcing my eyes open one at a time, I risked a look at the man. Chills racked my body when I saw a malicious smile. I forced myself to look away, to follow the new direction of the gun barrel. 
 
    My phone lay dead in the dirt. Murdered. Shot in the back.  
 
    I looked back to find the smile gone, replaced by a sneer more suited to his face. One shot, perfect aim, no mistakes – those were the things I knew he was communicating to me. I forced myself to control the shaking, to swallow the bile rising up my throat. 
 
    “Looks like it’s just the two of us now.” His words confirmed my fears. The other man I had heard was already dead. I might be next. 
 
    “Come over here. I have something to show you,” he gestured with the gun, ensuring it was never pointed far off me as I edged nearer. He kept me walking, forcing me around the pallets. My knees turned to jelly and I dropped to the ground. Staring down into a large hole, I saw the body of the man who attacked me in the bakery.  
 
     “This is what happens to associates of mine who fail. Though in the end, I guess he did get you here. Oh well.” There wasn’t a trace of guilt or regret in his voice, only amusement. After a moment he added, “This is also what happens to the meddling woman who got my son arrested.” 
 
    Uh-oh. I couldn’t quite fathom this man being Asnee’s father; he looked young enough to be the same age. Now wasn’t the time to demand a look at the family tree, though. I had to think of a way out of here. Nobody even knew where I was!  
 
    I looked around at the gaping hole in the earth, the crumpled man at the bottom of it, and the giant pile of dirt beside it. The shovel standing stoically nearby, ready to be used, pushed me over the edge, almost literally.  My stomach couldn’t handle anymore. I twisted around and threw up. As my bad luck would have it, I tossed my cookies right on the gunman’s shoes. 
 
    “Why you disgusting…” spewing what I assumed were obscenities and curses in another language, the man lashed out with a swift kick. His booted foot caught me in my now empty stomach, launching me into the makeshift grave. I landed hard, knocking the wind from my lungs. I gasped and heaved in great gulps of air. Tears were starting to well up, whether from pain, fear, or lack of breath I had no idea. I racked my brain. The hole was deep. It must have been dug for a well or a septic tank; regardless, there was no climbing out fast enough to avoid being shot.  
 
    I couldn’t panic.  
 
    Panic! Panic, that’s it!  
 
    I unzipped the fanny pack, praising it as the best accessory ever known to man, and grabbed the panic button, dropping it in my hurry. Thank God the man must still be busy rubbing vomit off his shoes or I’d probably be dead by now. I grabbed it from the dirt, doing my best to ignore the stiff arm it had landed next to, and prayed that Gladys had been thoughtful enough to put batteries in them. I squeezed the little button for all I was worth and resisted the urge to cover my ears when wailing and sirens erupted. 
 
    Above me, more cursing ensued. A shadow fell over me and I saw the gun pointed my direction. I dove as several shots fired in my direction. Burning seared my shoulder and several more rounds thudded into the dirt wall. I didn’t move for several minutes; playing dead worked for opossums and I wasn’t above trying it. I maintained a rigid grasp on the panic button in my hand, the noise so close to my ear I feared I might be deaf if I somehow made it out of here alive. Alive – oh no, what if he buries me alive. Great, now that thought embedded itself in my head, I didn’t know what would be worse, getting shot and buried, or not getting shot and still getting buried. 
 
    When no more gunshots came, and no shovels full of dirt plopped onto my head, I ventured a peek up to the surface of the hole. Seeing nobody, I unclenched my fingers from around the panic button. The ringing continued in my ears at least sixty seconds afterward, but eventually, silence trickled back around me. Carefully, I uncurled and stood up.  
 
    Pain shot through my left arm as I lifted them both and tried to jump up. As suspected, I could get nowhere near the top. Turning my attention to my left arm, I lifted the now torn sleeve of my t-shirt. A deep gouge to the outside of my shoulder had blood trickling slowly down my arm. Somewhere in the back of my head, I heard myself thinking this must be what they call a flesh wound, and then I threw up again. 
 
    Pulling myself together, I put the panic button back in the fanny pack. I pulled out the little-bitty energy drink bottle and chugged it. Now that I was done freaking out, I had to get out of this hole. 
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    “No, not again! Please!” I landed on my feet in the bottom of the hole as yet another root I’d been using as a handhold tugged loose, oblivious to my pleading, and sent me flying. 
 
    Digging the toes of my sneakers into the crevices I had dug out about a foot up from the floor, I began again. Scrabbling for holds in the dirt, thick roots, anything I could find, I began my slow and painful ascent. My shoulder throbbed. My fingernails hurt from having dirt shoved up beneath them further and further. And the stench in this hole was unbearable. Thank goodness this pit was wide enough to keep me from falling on top of the body; I’m not sure I could have handled that. 
 
    I jerked to a stop when the sound of more than dirt falling around me caught my ear. An engine! Someone was driving around up at the construction site. Car doors slammed and I caught my breath. Sweat ran down my back, tickling, urging me to move, but I kept as rigid as possible. Do I call out? Or stay silent? Are they friend? Or foe? My thoughts rattled back and forth; an impossible decision that could have dangerous consequences. 
 
    Beeeeeeep-beeeeeeep-beeeeep! The high-pitched sound in my fanny pack made me jump. What in the world is that? Different than the panic button, it was still loud. I cringed, digging around in my pack. Any chance I had at a cover was blown now. 
 
    I heard muffled voices and shoes shuffling on dirt. Seconds later, three heads peeked over the edge of my prison. 
 
    “Thank God!” I exclaimed at the sight of Griff, Sam, and Gladys. 
 
    Griff disappeared and reappeared with a long length of chain from somewhere nearby. “Grab onto this,” he said, lowering the chain down next to me a little at a time. 
 
    Gingerly, bracing myself for another fall, I transferred my hands from the root I clung to, over to the chain. With a firm grip, I nodded at Griff and walked my feet up the wall as my friends pulled the chain. Once I was a few feet from the top, Griff handed the chain over to Gladys and Sam. He dropped down on his stomach, grabbing my hands and pulling me the rest of the way out. Carefully, I pulled myself into a sitting position on the ground. 
 
    “Ahh-ouch!” I cried out as Sam wrapped me in a bear hug. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she pulled back. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Griff knelt down beside me. 
 
    Beeeeeeep-beeeeeeep-beeeeep. The shrill sound made us all jump. 
 
    “Sorry. Sorry!” Gladys fumbled with her phone as Griff and Sam shot annoyed looks her direction. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked. 
 
    Waving her cell phone, Gladys answered, “The key finder! That’s how we found you. See, I knew it would be perfect. A little dot shows up on my phone when I searched your key fob and then we came here but only saw your truck so I hit the alert button and voila, there you were.” 
 
    “Gladys, I think I could kiss you right now! Your pack saved me more than once today.” 
 
    “No thanks, Piper, but if that cute boyfriend of yours is feeling generous,” she said, winking at Griff. 
 
    I think I saw him shuffle closer to the hole I’d just climbed out of. 
 
    Gladys waved her arms toward the hole. “Do you think we need to get that other guy out?” She leaned toward the edge. 
 
    Sticking my good arm out to stop her, I shook my head. “No. He’s dead. We need to call Sheriff Kent.” 
 
    Sam began dialing immediately while Griff helped me to my feet. 
 
    I winced. “Do any of you have a bottle of water?” I asked. 
 
    Gladys whisked a short, stubby water bottle from her fanny pack. “Here you go,” she handed it to me. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, beginning to wonder if we were back to Mary Poppins’s carpet bag again. 
 
    “I thought of these for the supplies later on,” she shrugged. “I didn’t have time to add them to your pack or Sam’s purse because you were already gone.” 
 
    I took a swig of the lukewarm water. Then another, swishing it around to rinse my mouth. At last, I rolled up my sleeve again and poured a little on my shoulder. I tried to wipe the crusted blood and dirt away, but everywhere around it was so tender that tears sprang to my eyes. 
 
    “What is that?” Griff leaned closer to get a look at the angry, torn skin. “Piper! What happened?” 
 
    I quirked my mouth and shrugged my shoulders, trying to downplay the words as I uttered, “I got shot, but just a little.” 
 
    “What?” Sam shrieked, before hurriedly assuring the sheriff that yes, we were all still fine. She updated him on my status, apologizing for screaming. “I’m sorry,” she said into the phone. “I have to go; you have the address. Please get here soon. Thanks.” 
 
    Griff’s jaw was working overtime, clenching and unclenching. I could see the struggle between freaking out about my safety and trying to remain calm about the situation, physically battling for control. I reached up and put my right hand on his chest. “Hey,” I said drawing his eyes to mine and away from my shoulder. “I’m fine. I’m okay.” When he didn’t relax, I poked him, hard. “I’m also hungry, and you owe me dinner.” 
 
    “You’re right about that. As soon as the sheriff clears us to leave, I’ll take you to Sam’s to get cleaned up and cook you a fantastic dinner myself. How’s that sound?” 
 
    I pursed my lips. “That sounds like you are trying to manipulate me into spending the evening at your sister’s instead of going home by myself.” He started to protest but I held up a hand. “It also sounds delicious and like a fantastic plan,” I smiled. 
 
    Gladys squealed, actually squealed like a little girl, buzzing with excitement as she caught up to the conversation. “You mean you two finally have a date? I knew it, I knew it. I told you, Piper, I knew he was boyfriend material the first day I saw you two together.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Sam scowled, her usual smile having taken a hike somewhere far away. “Let’s go back to the part, oh friend of mine, where you said you ‘got a little shot’; you don’t get a ‘little’ shot.” She emphasized the word little with angry, jerking air quotes. “You either get shot or you don’t. Why the heck did you not tell us right away that you were shot?” She fisted her hands on her hips. 
 
    Gladys, I noticed, was still holding up her phone doing something. Looking back at Sam, I said “This,” and waved my hand in circles encompassing her from head to toe. “This crazy worried freak-out is why I didn’t tell you. It barely grazed me, I’m fine, and you all get to say you saved the day so I don’t know what the big deal is.” 
 
    “Friends tell friends if they’ve been shot,” she pouted. 
 
    I giggled. 
 
    She glared and I only giggled more. Maybe it was the shock, the hunger, the blazing heat, who knows. The statement echoed in my head and laughter was my only response. “I didn’t read that in the manual,” I told her. “Was it before or after friends don’t get friends kidnapped?” 
 
    By the look on her face, I thought I might have to institute the rule that ‘friends don’t shoot friends’, but thankfully was saved by the sound of sirens. Real sirens. “That reminds me,” I turned to Gladys. “My panic button might need new batteries soon.” 
 
    “Your what?” Griff narrowed his eyes. The three of us busted up laughing and his frown deepened. We were going to be in so much trouble. 
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    After relaying my statement to the sheriff, multiple times, he allowed me to leave on the condition that someone take me to the hospital to get checked out. My protests were ignored as I was bundled into Griff’s truck and handed more water. 
 
    Now we finally arrived, two hours and three stitches later, at Sam and Griff’s duplex. Gladys had gone home after we dropped her off at her car at the bakery. 
 
    “I think I should just go get in the ocean.” The salty scent did more to relax me than anything else had all afternoon. “Who needs a shower anyway?” My rhetorical question earned me a few extra frowns. 
 
    “You can see the ocean later. You cannot sit on my furniture after sharing a room with a corpse,” Sam crossed her arms. 
 
    “And I will not feed you if you do not shower,” Griff added with a wink as he left us to go to his half of the duplex and prep supper. 
 
    “You two stink,” I pouted. 
 
    “Nope,” Sam laughed. “That’s still you.” 
 
    I trudged up the porch stairs after her and took myself straight to the shower. After a good sniff, I had to admit, she had a point. 
 
    The warm water was a welcome relief to my tight muscles. I had a bad feeling that tomorrow I would be sorer than I cared to think about. I scrubbed carefully around my stitches, gritting my teeth at the tenderness. By the time I got done showering, I couldn’t decide which was worse: the pain from washing my hair, or the awkwardness of trying to wash it one handed when I gave up using both. 
 
    I dressed in a pair of Sam’s yoga pants and a tank top, not exactly my first date outfit of choice, and brushed my teeth with the spare toothbrush I kept in Sam’s guest bathroom. Looking in the mirror, I could see that the redness around my stitches had already started to go down. I braided my hair, gave myself one last glance, and went out to find Sam and Griff. 
 
    Searching Sam’s side turned up nothing, but I heard voices coming from the big wraparound deck. I slid the glass door open and sure enough, there they both were over on Griff’s side. He had the grill fired up and sizzling, smoky smells of beef beckoned me to join them pronto. 
 
    “What’s cooking?” I asked as I slid into the chair next to Sam and accepted bottled water from the cooler. Beads of condensation sprung to life right away. It had to be ninety degrees out still, and that was with the breeze and the beginning of sunset. 
 
    Griff opened the grill to reveal thick, juicy New York strip steaks, corn on the cob, and a couple of foil packets containing something. “I hope you’re still hungry,” Griff said as he stuck the meat thermometer into one of the steaks. 
 
    “Famished,” I assured him. My stomach growled in agreement. I didn’t have to wait long. Griff began plating up the food minutes later, handing me a knife to cut the kernels of corn off the cob like he’d seen me do a million times. 
 
    As Griff sat the plates on the table, Sam reached carefully into the cooler and pulled out jugs of tea one at a time, unsweet for the two of us and sweet for Griff, and poured into the waiting glasses. 
 
    The foil packages were opened, releasing steam and more delicious aromas. One held buttery asparagus, another a garlic cauliflower and potato hash, and the last one brimmed with apple slices coated in cinnamon and brown sugar. 
 
    I munched happily on all of the delicious food and considered once again how blessed I was, not only to be alive but for this to be my life: amazing people who loved me and looked out for me, God’s beautiful creation surrounding us to enjoy and never lacking for a meal. 
 
    “Well,” Griff finished eating first and leaned back into his chair. “I called Sheriff Kent and, so far, he hasn’t been able to come up with a name for the murdered man or the guy who claimed to be Asnee’s father. He liaised with the officer in charge over in Pierson county. Said there was no record of Asnee when he was arrested, and the working theory is that most likely all of them are in the country illegally. 
 
    Disappointed, I only nodded and forked another bite of potatoes and cauliflower into my mouth. 
 
    Ding. 
 
    Sam looked down at her phone as it chimed again. Then she put down her fork and swiped it open. “It’s BeeBee!” 
 
    “Really? What did she say?” I leaned over to read her screen. I’m sure we could add ‘there’s no such thing as privacy between friends’ to the list of rules we’d been accumulating today; but truly, we had been friends too long to care. We shared everything and most people around us knew it. Heck, even Griff chose to get Gladys involved in sending a gift to me at the spa a few weeks ago because he knew Sam would tell me about it and spoil the surprise. 
 
    “She wants to meet us tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “In Lion’s Cove. She doesn’t have a car or a way to get here,” Sam continued to read. “She says she understands if we don’t have time.” 
 
    I licked my lips, thinking. “What do we have tomorrow?” 
 
    “That Girl Scout order,” Sam reminded me. 
 
    “That’s right,” I snapped my fingers. “Trail Mix Cookie Cups for the Girl Scout birthday party. If we get those finished between nine and ten, we could head over and meet BeeBee for lunch.” 
 
    “Victoria and Millie were planning to come in tomorrow anyway,” Sam nodded. Her fingers whizzed over the touchscreen keyboard on her phone. “I’ll ask Gladys to come too since Millie might still be helping Flo with flower arrangements.” 
 
    “I guess that means no lunch date for you and me tomorrow,” Griff said, having been quiet as we settled our plans. 
 
    My excitement about helping BeeBee dimmed somewhat. I wasn’t used to planning around other people, and tonight’s date already hadn’t worked out the way either of us pictured. 
 
    “Tomorrow night?” I asked with a sheepish grin. Relief flooded me when he smiled. 
 
    “Sounds great,” he reached over and squeezed my hand. “Why don’t you two call it a night and I’ll clean up out here?” 
 
    My answer was stolen by a great big yawn. I stretched and covered my mouth. Exhaustion was finally making an appearance. We agreed with Griff, though we did grab the paper plates to toss into the garbage, and headed back into Sam’s side of the duplex to get some sleep. 
 
    Easier said than done. 
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    Slam! Clank, clank, clank. 
 
    I jerked to a sitting position in bed, still forcing my eyes open. The feel of a cold gun, the smell of death, my nightmares had been full of unsettling people and events; just snippets, scaring me awake and then fading away only to wake me in a cold sweat again an hour later. 
 
    Slam! The loud noise most recently responsible for waking me up sounded loudly again, assuring me it was not part of another nightmare. 
 
    “We’re late!” Sam yelled from the hallway. 
 
    I rubbed more sleep from my eyes, cringing at the protest from my shoulder muscles. One Saturday morning, I need to make sleeping in an actual goal. Leaning gingerly over to the nightstand, I saw that my new phone was dead; we had bought it after leaving the hospital, but I’d forgotten to plug it in last night. With no other clock in the guest bedroom, there wasn’t any other way to tell what time it was. Well, maybe there was one. 
 
    “Oh no,” I groaned as I lifted the curtain and peeked out the window. Already light tinges of pink and purple were visible on the horizon. A beautiful sunrise meant we were very, very late. 
 
    I hurried to brush my teeth, bound my hair up in a wild bun and tied a bandana on like a headband to catch all of the loose tendrils. My cargo pants from yesterday were laying on the floor so I scooped them up and stepped into them, followed by a fresh t-shirt. 
 
    I stepped into the hall and was nearly trampled by Sam in a barefoot dash back to her room. “Tea is in the kitchen,” she called. 
 
    Adding a few more ice cubes to my glass, I gulped the dark breakfast tea. The first drink after a mouth full of toothpaste was never pleasant, but once that taste dissipated, I slowed down and sipped a few more drinks. 
 
    “’ K, I’m ready,” Sam sped back into the room. 
 
    You would think that after a while I would no longer be amazed at my friend’s ability to go from frazzled to foxy in under fifteen minutes. Nope. I stared at her, or maybe I glared but we were running late so who can say, and felt the familiar sense of awe come over me. A dark blue jumpsuit, speckled with white daisies, the hem barely skimming the tops of white wedge sandals at least four inches high. Silky strands of hair fell to her shoulder blades, all shiny and perfectly in place. 
 
    “You know,” I said, as we hurried down the steps to her car and I marveled that she didn’t break a leg in those shoes, “maybe Deidra was right. Maybe you shouldn’t have gone into baking with me.” 
 
    Sam shot me a puzzled frown. 
 
    “Did you ever consider fashion?” I asked her. 
 
    “Nah,” she waved off the suggestion. “People are too picky, and commercial fashion is a joke. Can’t you imagine how annoying it would be to work with some pretentious model who thought feathers and packing peanuts would make the ideal hat?” 
 
    I laughed; the flagrant image too easy to picture considering the ghastly displays on the runway of most designers these days. 
 
    The drive to work flew by. Flour coated our hands in no time as we baked at warp speed and prayed that we could catch up before time to open the bakery. 
 
    Tap tap tap. A light knock on the back door at six-thirty on the dot signaled that Victoria had arrived. 
 
    “Morning,” I greeted as I unlocked the door to let her in. 
 
    “Hey!” She tied on an apron and stopped at the sink to wash her hands. “Where do you want me to start?” 
 
    ~ 
 
    It was a miracle. Between the three of us, the display case was fully stocked by the time we unlocked the door. I flipped the closed sign to the side reading ‘Open for Ooey Gooey Deliciousness’ and smiled. The sun was cresting the tops of the buildings on the other side of the street. All signs of purple were gone; the beautiful display now shot forth rays of deeper pinks lining the clouds and brilliant orange and yellow rays stretching across the sky. 
 
     “Good morning,” I opened the door wide as a couple of men and women trickled in on their way to work to get a treat to take to the office with them. 
 
    After a few pleasant exchanges, and have a great day wishes, I watched the first group leave. Millie entered the front door, the bell jingling overhead. 
 
    “Morning,” she bobbed her head, ponytail swinging merrily. “I told Flo that I would help her out until you and Sam are ready to leave.” 
 
    “Thank you. Hey, how is flower arranging going anyway?” 
 
    “Not bad. I’ve decided I still like painting best, but there is some satisfaction in getting particularly stubborn flowers to do what you want. I have to admit; I never knew there were so many blue flowers in my life.” 
 
    “I never thought of it like that, but I bet with Fourth of July arrangements you are seeing more than the usual number of blue flowers.” I filled a to-go bag with Flo’s normal scones plus a few extra goodies. “I’m going to have to stop by and see some of these arrangements obviously.” 
 
    “Come get me when you and Sam need to leave; you can see them then,” Millie waved and headed next door to Flo’s Flowers. 
 
    I walked to the open pantry door where Sam counted ingredients for inventory. 
 
    “Are we going to need to pick up anything on our way back from Lion’s Cove?” I asked as she scribbled on her clipboard. 
 
    “Definitely.” More scribbling. “We are almost out of all the nuts, plus we are really low on baking chips.” 
 
    “Yikes.” 
 
    The bell above the door sounded. “Gladys is here,” I told Sam before I walked over to greet our friend. 
 
    “Am I late?” she asked right away. 
 
    “No, you aren’t late at all. In fact, you’re earlier than expected. Are you okay? You look a little flushed.” 
 
    “Pfft,” she waved away my concern. “I’m fine. I had an appointment scheduled this morning that I’d forgotten about with all of the excitement yesterday.” 
 
    Excitement? I didn’t recall anything about my near-death experience or the friendly neighborhood corpse being exciting. 
 
    “How is your arm today?” Gladys asked. 
 
    “It’s much better. Still sore but the longer I’ve been working it today, the better it seems to have gotten.” I lifted my sleeve and we both looked at my stitches. I was happy to see no lingering redness. “Thanks for asking,” I said as the sleeve dropped back into place. “Do you want a muffin this morning?” 
 
    “No, no.” Gladys rubbed her stomach right above the camo fanny pack. “I’ve already eaten, but thanks. I should probably stock up on emergency cookies though.” She began rummaging in the fanny pack, retrieving an empty Ziploc bag. 
 
    “Sam,” I said as I noticed her coming toward us. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    “Hear what?” 
 
    “Gladys declined muffins.” 
 
    As I knew it would, one delicate eyebrow raised in question and she looked from me to Gladys. “Are you sick?” Sam asked. 
 
    “No,” Gladys put her hands on her hips. 
 
    Sam matched her, pose for pose. “Spill. Did you have another cooking lesson with Chef Fabio today?” 
 
    Gladys turned almost as purple as a grape. Her eyes widened and she started sputtering. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Sam soothed. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of for taking a cooking class.” 
 
    “That’s right. I bet we would have fun in a baking class even,” I added motioning to Sam and myself. 
 
    “I am not taking cooking lessons,” Gladys dropped her arms to her side and stomped a foot. 
 
    “Millie spilled the beans,” I said. 
 
    “That’s right. The jig is up,” Sam spread her arms out. “Why did you want to keep it a secret from us anyway?” 
 
    Grandpa Rex chose that moment to stroll into the bakery, his grandson little Tommy or little Timmy, I never could keep the twins straight, tagging along beside him. Gladys smiled and said hi, made polite conversation and then excused herself to the kitchen. 
 
    Left without much choice, Sam and I helped Grandpa Rex and his grandson pick out some treats for the weekend. Sam filled the coffee cup of a young woman reading at a back table. At last, we finished up and let the woman know she could ring the bell on the counter if she needed anything. We stepped into the kitchen to find Victoria handing Gladys a mug of coffee. 
 
    “Victoria,” I looked around, ensuring oven timers were set and dishes were drying beside the sink. “Do you want to give the counter a try for a couple of minutes while we talk to Gladys?” 
 
    Surprise flitted across her face, her mouth forming a tiny O, but she wiped her hands and moved to the door. “No problem. You’ll watch the cookies?” she asked. 
 
    I smiled, pleased to have such a conscientious helper. “Yes, I will get them out and onto cooling racks.” 
 
    Victoria nodded and the door swung closed behind her. 
 
    “Gladys,” I touched a hand to her shoulder, pulling up the stool next to her. “What’s going on? You know you can tell Sam and me.” 
 
    “Fine.” She took a drink of coffee and wiped her mouth. “Are there any cookies in here?” 
 
    I smirked. So much for not being hungry. 
 
    Sam put three Peanut Butter M&M cookies on a napkin and put them between us. We sat in silence, letting the ooey gooey melted candies and heavy peanut butter taste mellow everyone out for a moment. 
 
    At last, Gladys put down the other half of her cookie and clasped her hands together. “First,” she said sternly, leveling a great mom look on each of us, “I am not taking cooking classes.” 
 
    We kept quiet, waiting for Gladys to go on. 
 
    She did. “I am Frédéric’s assistant in the cooking classes at the Senior Citizen Center.”  
 
    “Frédéric?” We both asked. 
 
    Gladys unclasped her hands and picked her cookie up again. “Yes, that is Chef Fabio’s real name, known only to close friends.” And with that she munched happily on her cookie, refusing to acknowledge the looks of shock and confusion on our faces. At least Sam’s face was shocked and confused; I could only assume my expression was the same considering I didn’t even know where to start with this new information. 
 
    Gladys, the personal assistant, or I suppose you would call that a sous-chef, to the French Chef Fabio. Eh, I shrugged mentally; I guess I’d heard of stranger things. 
 
    Buzzzzz! 
 
    “Alrighty then,” I stood to turn off the oven timer. “Good for you.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Sam asked. “What aren’t you saying, Gladys?” 
 
    Sliding some cute dolphin oven mitts off of the pegs and onto my hands, I removed first one and then the second sheet tray of cookies. I slid the parchment paper smoothly onto the cooling rack, a skill I never stopped being proud of when I thought back to the dozens of mangled cookies in my past before I learned to do it quickly enough. 
 
    “Frédéric and I are seeing each other,” Gladys said. “Discreetly,” she added as Sam and I both smiled. Sam began clapping her hands. 
 
    “How in the world did this happen?” I asked. 
 
    With a shrug, like it was no big deal at all, Gladys explained that she had seen Chef Fabio’s name on the roster of classes offered and it had an email to RSVP for a spot, which was apparently limited. 
 
    “I told him I had taken his class before, at the O Heavenly Day Spa, and was very impressed. I asked if I might come to the class just to watch, I already know how to cook of course, and he offered to teach me some new French cooking styles if I would agree to assist instead of being a student.” 
 
    “That explains the cooking classes part,” Sam prodded, “but not the seeing each other part.” 
 
    “Well, after the first few lessons, we realized we really enjoyed the company.” Gladys blushed. “He’s only eight years younger than me, though you wouldn’t know it to look at him. Plus, girls, do you know how sexy a man who cooks is?”  
 
    I nodded. I did. Oh, I totally did. 
 
    She laughed as she said, “I loved my Harold; I still miss him, too, but that man couldn’t boil water without nearly catching the house on fire.” 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “Well,” Sam patted Gladys’s arm. “I think it’s great. You shouldn’t have to be lonely all of the time.” 
 
    “I don’t have time to be lonely anymore, not after meeting you girls.” 
 
    I gave Gladys a hug, then moved to the racks of cooling cookies. “Sam, I’ll take these out to stock the display. Do you think you can fill the cookie cups with the trail mix?” I took a look at my watch. “The Girl Scout troop leader should be here in half an hour to pick them up.” Chocolate chip cookies molded around mini muffin pans and baked created the perfect little bowl to fill with treats, in this case, the trail mix filling would have M&Ms, coconut, pretzel pieces, and raisins. They were going to be adorable and functional little desserts. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Sam shooed me out of the kitchen. 
 
    Not long after the troop leader picked up the three dozen Trail Mix Cookie Cups, we were in Sam’s car and headed to Lion’s Cove. 
 
    “Will you text BeeBee and let her know we should arrive by eleven?” Sam handed me her cell phone. 
 
    I sent the message and waited for a response. “BeeBee says to meet her at the fast-food place on the left right as we get to town; it’s called Chicken Shack.” I eased Sam’s phone back into the holster on the dash. She clicked the button for navigation and put in our updated destination. 
 
    We drove for a time with the windows down and the radio cranked up. After about an hour, Sam pulled into a Sonic drive-thru and ordered us a couple of limeades. I had a Blue Raspberry Limeade while Sam chose a Frozen Strawberry Limeade.  
 
    Instead of turning the radio back up, when she merged onto the highway Sam asked, “Have you tried to prepare for Monday yet?” 
 
    “Monday?” I tilted my head as I took another delicious sip of cold, fizzy limeade. 
 
    “Yes, Monday. You know – court, trial, testifying, maybe not passing out. That Monday. The day after tomorrow, Monday.” 
 
    “Okay, I get it. Sheesh.” 
 
    “Well then?” 
 
    Slurp. 
 
    “Piper!” 
 
    Slurp. 
 
    “Seriously right now?” 
 
    “Fine. I haven’t figured out what I’m going to do.” I put my foam cup into the cupholder and worried my hands together, rubbing my fingers and wrists. “Obviously, I can’t just not testify. I could get arrested or fined or whatever the penalty is for failure to appear, withholding evidence, and whatever other legal sounding things they can put on me, since the fear of public speaking isn’t exactly punishable.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Hey, you asked.” I crossed my arms, then changed my mind and picked up my drink. I resumed my slurping, loud and obnoxious slurping. 
 
    “Maybe all you need is a little practice,” Sam told me. 
 
    Slurp. “What kind of practice?” Slurp. 
 
    “You know, talking in front of a few groups of people. Maybe you could make an announcement on tonight’s news broadcast advertising the promo sale between Ooey Gooey Bakery and Flo’s Flowers?” 
 
    “Ha. There’s no way to get on the news without setting it up further in advance than a couple of hours.” 
 
    Slurp. Slurp. Slurp. This time, Sam became very consumed with her drink and the road in front of us. 
 
    I knocked her hand away as she reached for the volume knob on the radio. “Samantha Lowe. What. Did. You. Do.” I used my best stern voice. A headache began in the base of my skull, and I was certain the limeade hadn’t caused it. 
 
    “I may have already scheduled a slot. Missy will be by the bakery at seven tonight to air it live on the late news.” Missy was our local news channel’s main reporter. She had been by the bakery only one other time and that was also for a short interview. 
 
    “You’re kidding me.” My glare was useless as she kept her eyes glued to the road. 
 
    “’ Fraid not,” she said. 
 
    I took another long pull from my straw but sucked up nothing but air thanks to my continual slurping earlier. Great. 
 
    “I don’t like you,” I told Sam. 
 
    “I know,” she shrugged and a hint of a smile turned the corner of her mouth up as she reached for the radio again. “You have to be ready for Monday though.” 
 
    As I grumbled about busybodies, horrible friends, and general rudeness, Sam continued to increase the volume. Laughter bubbled from her lips and soon I gave up and stared silently out of the window. I would get out of it, somehow, then Sam could do the interview herself. Now, to think of a plan. 
 
    We arrived at Chicken Shack at five after one. I still had no idea what I would do to extricate myself from tonight’s interview. With a sigh, I got out and slammed the door of the car. 
 
    “There’s BeeBee,” Sam tugged at my arm, making me wince. “Oops, sorry.” 
 
    BeeBee stood up from the gray bench by the door when we approached. “Thanks for coming,” she kept looking down at the ground. “Landon said you might have some ideas to help me.” She smoothed down her wrinkled shirt and looked up fleetingly, then to the door of the restaurant. 
 
    “Let’s go eat. We can chat inside,” I pasted on a smile and reminded myself that my problems were nothing compared to BeeBee and the challenge she was facing of creating a whole new life. 
 
    The smell of chicken was thick enough to cut, and the sound of grease popping in the kitchen conjured up images of crisp golden French fries and perfectly crunchy chicken skin. Yum! We each ordered a chicken wing combo basket with fries and a drink. 
 
    Embarrassment tinged BeeBee’s cheeks as Sam picked up the tab. She wrung her hands together. “Thank you. I’ll pay you back as soon as I can.” Her eyes fluttered downward again and my heart squeezed in sympathy for this young girl. 
 
    “Why? I’m not paying her back,” I smiled as BeeBee looked up at me in shock. “Her parents are loaded, don’t worry about it.” I winked at BeeBee at patted Sam on the back. My friend rolled her eyes. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure,” Sam told BeeBee, then handed each of us our cups to fill at the drink station. 
 
    As we waited for our order number to be called, we settled into a corner booth in a pretty empty section of the small restaurant. 
 
    “I don’t really know how you can help,” BeeBee started. “Landon said you would be good to talk to, and since I met you when you were trying to help him and discover who killed Coco,” she gulped. “Well, I thought it was worth a shot because you seemed like nice people and to be honest, I haven’t had a whole lot of nice people in my life.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Sam reached out and covered BeeBee’s hand, giving it an encouraging squeeze. 
 
    Continuing, BeeBee said, “I know I need to get a job, but not many people are going to hire me. Landon said you own a bakery. I can clean floors, ovens, windows, you name it.” 
 
    I glanced beside me at Sam. Her disappointed look told me my assumption was right; our finances couldn’t take the addition of one more employee right now. 
 
    “I wish that we could,” Sam began. 
 
    BeeBee’s eyes shuttered, and then her face went blank. I shuddered to think how many times the girl had worn that look, careful not to reveal emotion, not to get invested in anything or anyone. 
 
    “How old are you BeeBee?” Curiosity outweighed tact and I asked the question that had been in my mind since we met BeeBee at the massage parlor on our search for answers about the murders at The Cove’s Cabins last weekend. 
 
    “Seventeen,” she jutted her chin out in defense.  
 
    I simply nodded as my gut clenched. Seventeen. I tamped down the many other questions threatening to spill out of me: where were her parents; how did she end up at that massage parlor; how long had she been there; what had she suffered? 
 
    “But I think I know someone else who could use some extra help.” Sam continued. 
 
    “Flo?” I asked her. At her nod, I turned back to BeeBee. “That’s right, our friend Flo runs the flower shop in Seashell Bay. It is literally right next door to our bakery.” 
 
    Sam picked up the description. “It’s beautiful. Flowers everywhere, vibrant colors, the whole store so full of life.” 
 
    “And you’re sure she needs help?” 
 
    I grinned, catching BeeBee’s eyes. “Absolutely. She’s been borrowing one of our employees on a temporary basis. You would be just the person to get her out of a bind. Her business has picked up with a sale we are running and Flo is worried about getting behind on orders.” 
 
    “I’ll text her right now and see what she says,” Sam pulled her phone out of her purse. The purse today was covered in giant daisies, matching the tiny ones all over her outfit. 
 
    A throat clearing at the end of our booth demanded attention. We were surprised to find a middle-aged woman scowling at us. “Number 27?” She asked. At our nod, she thrust our tray of food onto the table and stomped off. 
 
    “Our bad,” I mumbled. “I guess we didn’t hear the number called.” I shrugged and rolled my eyes at Sam and BeeBee, surprised at the woman’s attitude. “Oh well, dig in.” 
 
    Sam’s phone chimed halfway through the meal. She read the screen and then laughed out loud before telling us it was from Flo. “She says can you start today?”  
 
    BeeBee smiled, but the smile faded. “Is there a shelter somewhere in your town for women like me?” She busied her fingers moving her fries around in the basket. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean by women like you,” I said. “If you mean women who were taken advantage of, hurt, and trapped, women who survived, escaped, and chose to change their lives, yes, there is probably a shelter for women like that who need a helping hand. However, that isn’t where you are going.” 
 
    “Nope.” Sam butted in. “You’re coming to stay with one of us. Or both of us for a few days, Piper shouldn’t really be staying alone right now anyway.” 
 
    “I couldn’t put you out like that,” BeeBee shook her head. 
 
    “No arguments. If you want a ride to Seashell Bay, you have to accept the offer.” I winked, trying to lessen the demand of my words. 
 
    “Thanks,” BeeBee nodded before shoving the last of her chicken wings into her mouth. 
 
    Ten minutes later, full and feeling like I weighed five extra pounds that were all grease, I climbed into the passenger seat of Sam’s car and buckled my seatbelt. BeeBee had folded herself into the narrow backseat behind me. 
 
    “Where should we go to pick up your things?” Sam asked as she looked at BeeBee in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Things?” BeeBee’s brow crinkled up. 
 
    “Yeah, your clothes and shoes, toothbrush, stuff like that.” 
 
    The young girl slid a hand into her shorts pocket and held up a tube as long as my index finger. Popping the cap off to reveal a travel toothbrush, she shrugged. “I’m all packed.” 
 
    Sam narrowed her eyes. “Are you telling me you don’t have any clothes or belongings you need before you move to a whole new town?” 
 
    BeeBee shook her head. “Nothing that was really mine, and nothing the police haven’t probably gotten rid of by now.” 
 
    My breathing stuttered at the thought of being in BeeBee’s place. I really hoped with all my heart that we could help this sweet girl; I didn’t know where to start, but I knew I would do whatever it took to show her she was important and valued. 
 
    Sam frowned further still, and then suddenly lit up like a kid on Christmas, rapidly tapping her fingers on the steering wheel. 
 
    “Oh boy,” I said. “Brace yourself, BeeBee. I know that look.” 
 
    “What look?” BeeBee asked as she slipped the toothbrush back in her pocket. 
 
    I pointed at Sam. “The look that says Sam just found the perfect excuse for an impromptu shopping spree.” 
 
    No amount of protests would change her mind, a fact that I already knew and BeeBee soon learned. 
 
    “Thank goodness this outlet mall was on the way home,” Sam maneuvered the small car into a tight parking spot right near the entrance to a clothing store. 
 
    “Yes, thank goodness,” I said sarcastically, throwing in an eye-roll for good measure. 
 
    BeeBee got out and stretched her legs. 
 
    “Kind of cramped back there,” Sam admitted. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “No worries, I’ve been in worse.” BeeBee walked over to the sidewalk, leaving Sam and me to look at each other and wonder over that remark. 
 
    “Now, I really don’t need much,” BeeBee insisted as she held the door open for Sam and me to enter the store. “I’ll buy more after I have a job for a while.” 
 
    I shook my head. It was useless. This girl was about to get an entirely new wardrobe and Sam would love every minute of it; I knew this from experience the first time I let her take me shopping in college. I think I still had clothes in my closet from that trip that I hadn’t worn yet. 
 
    “What kind of clothes do you like?” Sam asked. “Dresses, skirts, sporty, casual, colorful, dark?” 
 
    BeeBee’s eyes bulged. 
 
    “Why don’t we take it slow,” I nudged Sam in the ribs. “She needs some pants and some t-shirts for work. How about we start with those?” 
 
    “You’re no fun,” Sam grouched. 
 
    We made our way to the Junior’s section of clothing and after a few moments BeeBee was swept up in Sam’s excitement; they pulled out several shirts and two pairs of jeans for BeeBee to try on. 
 
    “Do you have a favorite color?” Sam asked BeeBee. 
 
    “Umm, light purple,” BeeBee said from the other side of the dressing room door. 
 
    I selected a couple more shirts, in various shades of purple, and added them to the pile. 
 
    Each time that BeeBee emerged from the dressing room, her smile had grown bigger than the last. Before long she was laughing and posing as we clapped or booed. We each picked out our favorite shirt on her, and Sam made BeeBee choose three more that she liked to purchase as well. A mixture of pinks, purples, and maroons mostly, one shirt was a hit with all of us. It was a pastel pink color with a swirling cloud of butterflies on the back; the front had one bigger butterfly resting on the corner of the first letter of the words Just when the caterpillar thought the world was ending, it became a butterfly. 
 
    “Next stop, cute and fun clothes.” Sam led the way next door into a more fashionable, upscale boutique.  
 
    Sam insisted BeeBee find at least three outfits in this store, and decided that she and I should shop for a new one, too. “Since we’re already here,” she reasoned. 
 
    While we wondered to and from the racks and the dressing room, BeeBee asked, “Why is it Sam said you don’t need to stay alone right now?” 
 
    “Some people connected to Asnee have been after me,” I explained the happenings of the last few days. “You don’t happen to know what that guy’s name might be, do you?” I asked at the end as we went into separate stalls to try on a few more clothes. 
 
    BeeBee did not know, and I stifled a sigh of disappointment. Bummer. It would have been great if she did, or better yet if she had an address that we could turn over to the police. Then again, I was also relieved. The last thing I wanted was for her to be dragged into any more of this mess; she had lived with it clouding her life for long enough. 
 
    “It’s perfect!” Sam’s elated squeal came from a door or two over. “Piper, BeeBee, what do you think?” 
 
    I peeked my head out of my own stall. A door opened on the end and Sam twirled her way over, stopping in front of me. She wore a red and white striped dress with a fitted bodice and wide skirt that stopped right above her knees. The back, I saw when she spun, had a large triangular cutout. 
 
    “For the Independence Day Parade,” she told us. 
 
    “You look beautiful.” It was the truth, though she always did. “The dress is fun and casual and you’ll stay cool if the weather is as hot as it promises to be,” I nodded, affirming her decision. That’s what shopping with friends is for, after all. 
 
    “What did you two find?” she asked. 
 
    BeeBee came out of the room next to me. She wore a floor-length navy maxi dress with shooting stars across the skirt. 
 
    Sam clapped. “Gorgeous,” she pulled BeeBee to her side and clicked a few selfies. 
 
    “Your turn,” Sam crooked a finger at me and beckoned. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I showed the girls the two outfits I couldn’t choose between. 
 
    Sam waved a hand. “Get them both,” she said. “The square-necked blouse and capris will be perfect for the parade. The sundress, on the other hand, you can wear tonight for the news interview and your date with Griff.” 
 
    I looked back at the mirror, at the tie-dye blue and white dress that I wore; it had short sleeves which would cover my stitches. The bottom was a hi-low cut and the top was a conservative round neck. 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. 
 
    After a quick stop for shoes, only BeeBee this time, Sam called it quits on the shopping. 
 
    “Wow! That was a lot of shopping,” BeeBee murmured to me. “I think I might be dizzy from all the dressing rooms.” 
 
    “You should count yourself lucky that we were on a time crunch today. We spent less than two hours at the mall. Sam could do this for an entire weekend straight.” 
 
    BeeBee’s jaw dropped. I nodded that it was true and slid into the car laughing. 
 
    Nearly another hour later, BeeBee was fast asleep, sprawled across the backseat. I had a book pulled up on my phone, reading to pass the time when Sam reached over and tapped my arm. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I think that car back there is following us,” Sam lifted her eyes to the rearview mirror, keeping her voice low. 
 
    I checked the side view mirror on my side of the car. I could barely make out a dark-colored vehicle about two car lengths behind us. “What makes you think that?” I whispered. “They seem pretty far back to me.” 
 
    “That’s why it is odd. I’ve been going ten miles per hour under the speed limit for about half an hour. Everyone and their dog has passed me, but not that car; they just hang tight.” She pressed the gas pedal. “Watch this.” 
 
    Sure enough, the car behind us sped up as well, maintaining enough distance that I couldn’t read the license plate numbers, but staying close enough that if Sam turned off the windy coastal road, they would know. 
 
    “Slow back down,” I suggested, “but this time go way under the speed limit. Surely then they will have no choice but to pass us.” 
 
    Sam nodded and backed off the gas pedal again, letting the car slow naturally as we coasted up a small hill, rather than tapping the breaks. For a moment, it seemed the plan hadn’t worked. The dark car behind us slowed to a crawl. 
 
    “Oh good!” Sam said as the car sped up and gained on us. “It looks like they are going to pass us after all.” 
 
    I watched in my mirror. “And they aren’t the only ones,” I noted as the dark car pulled into the oncoming lane to go around us. “Must have been blocking traffic behind them because this guy is speeding.” A second car was closing in fast to our bumper. 
 
    Crunch! 
 
    Before we realized what was happening, the dark car swerved into the driver’s side of Sam’s Juke again. Crash! 
 
    BeeBee screamed, jerked awake, but thankfully still buckled in. 
 
    I watched in horror as Sam’s head banged against the window and her hands slipped from the wheel. The black car sped away as I flailed desperately to grab the wheel and keep us on the shoulder of the road rather than careening into the ditch. Thank God - Sam’s foot must have come off of the gas pedal as well, or the car died, because after what felt like the most terrifying years of my life, and which equated probably a single hot minute, the car coasted to a stop. I didn’t care why or how; I was simply grateful. 
 
    “BeeBee,” I yelled frantically. “Call 911. I have to get Sam.” I scrambled to unbuckle my seatbelt but my shaking hands weren’t cooperating. As I leaned over the buckle, pleading with it to let go, I noticed movement. The car behind us had pulled over. Thank goodness! They must have witnessed the accident. 
 
    As my buckle finally released, I breathed a sigh of relief. It would be fine. I got on my knees and worked to unbuckle Sam’s seatbelt. She remained slumped against the door. 
 
    I could hear BeeBee talking to dispatch on her cell phone. 
 
    “Piper, where are we?” she asked through tears. 
 
    Shoot, she was sleeping and has no clue where we are at. I rattled off the last road signs I had noticed to BeeBee and continued to peal the seatbelt away from Sam. Odd that the airbags hadn’t gone off, but maybe for the best as I wouldn’t have been able to reach her as easily. 
 
    The slam of a car door pulled my attention from Sam for a second. I looked through the back glass and fear rippled through me. Our good Samaritan wasn’t so good, after all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15[image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They’re sending an ambulance,” BeeBee said. 
 
    “BeeBee,” I looked to the frightened girl. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    She shook her head while looking down at her arms and legs. “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Good,” I told her. “Now listen and don’t talk.” She nodded and I continued. “I need you to duck down low, fold down that seat and crawl into the trunk. Now,” I demanded when she seemed about to argue. 
 
    “That man we told you about, he’s coming up to the car. Get out of sight, now.” I whispered harshly. 
 
    “Sam,” I tried to gently shake my friend. The only thing keeping me remotely sane at the moment was that I could see her chest rising and falling, her breathing steady. That was good. Now I just had to keep it that way. 
 
    I watched as BeeBee closed herself into the trunk as instructed. 
 
    I warred with myself between the need to see where the tattooed man was now and pretending to be oblivious to his presence and buy more time; I thought that he was the type to want to gloat and be sure I knew he won, so I opted to keep my head down and actions focused on Sam. Her eyelids fluttered open, then closed again. I choked back a sob. 
 
    “Please, please, please,” I uttered my desperate prayer over and over, no words could contain my emotion, no eloquence convey my need. God knew, and I prayed with all my heart. 
 
    I chanced a peek and caught sight of the man stealing up behind the car, almost to the back door. My stomach dropped. Before I could decide what to do, the most beautiful sound reached my ears: sirens! 
 
    Real sirens. Not the panic button, not a ringtone; actual sirens attached to an official vehicle of some sort blared.  
 
    The man bolted to his running car and pulled a U-turn, tires screaming, as a lone State Trooper screeched to a stop next to our wrecked vehicle. I could hear the officer relaying information over his radio even as he approached the ditch and my side of the car. 
 
    I fought as he tried to pull me out; I tried to make him understand that I needed to get Sam. At last his voice, his rational instructions, his demand that I do not do anything to make her worse broke through the panicked fog of my brain. I allowed him to help me out of the vehicle so that he could see to Sam but refused to sit down. I let the backseat down and helped BeeBee out of the car, hugging her close as we cried silent tears. 
 
    If the officer were surprised, he didn’t show it. Instead, he continued the ministrations he was doing for Sam. He had brought a small emergency kit and first carefully bandaged her head where there was a small gash. I heard him saying there wasn’t a lot of bleeding and tuned back into the conversation. 
 
    “The ambulance is less than two minutes out,” he told me. “I was four minutes away when the call came over dispatch. You’re lucky, this is a long stretch of road between towns.” 
 
    I nodded. He didn’t know the half of it. 
 
    “My phone, can I get my phone?” I asked minutes later as two EMT’s rolled Sam into the back of the ambulance on a stretcher. She had woken briefly two more times but was unable to stay awake. I needed to call Griff. He had to know, had to meet us at the hospital. 
 
    The trooper, I hadn’t yet managed to retain his name in the chaos of my brain, obliged. He pulled the phone from the floorboard and handed it over. BeeBee and I climbed into the ambulance with Sam and the paramedics.  
 
    The trooper had, kindly, offered to take us in his car. I had, not so kindly, informed him he could arrest me or shoot me, maybe both, but otherwise, I wasn’t leaving her side. BeeBee latched onto my arm and nodded, so the officer spoke to the paramedics and soon we were on the road. 
 
    ~ 
 
    By the time we arrived at the hospital in Seashell Bay, which we had been about forty-five minutes away by car and twenty-five minutes by ambulance, I was crying again. Happy tears this time. Sam had regained consciousness soon after the ambulance doors shut. She remained disoriented and the paramedic warned me not to bother her, so I simply sat, content to hold her hand on one side, BeeBee’s on the other. 
 
    When the ambulance doors opened and I spotted Griff walking toward us, strong, resolute, and confident, it was everything I needed. He reached for me and I fell right into his arms, my knees giving out. “She woke up,” I clung to him. “She woke up, Griff.” 
 
    Holding me tight, Griff smoothed strands of sweaty, tear-soaked hair out of my face. “And she will be fine,” he said. 
 
    I nodded, soothed by his calm. I took a deep breath. Pine and leather scents filled my nostrils and I basked in the smell of him. I inhaled again, erasing from my nose and mind the scent of metal, hot roads, dirt, and antiseptic. My head cleared and I dried my eyes with the backs of my hands. Griff’s right. Sam will be okay. 
 
    All three of us, Sam, BeeBee, and I, were admitted to the hospital right away. Griff appeared torn, but I had calmed. The adrenaline had coursed its way through my system, leaving me tired, but capable of taking care of myself. “Go,” I told him. “Go with Sam. I’ll find you both in a minute.” 
 
    He gave a slight head shake and the merest hint of a smile. “You better,” he joked. The determined expression resumed, mouth set and eyes narrowed. He squeezed my hand and took off after the stretcher, long strides bringing him up beside it in no time where he began to quiz the staff rolling her down the hall. 
 
    The nurse allowed BeeBee and I to wait together in a curtained off “room” – I guess walls were getting too expensive – and a doctor came in a scant ten minutes later. I had a seatbelt burn across my chest and some bruising on my elbow. BeeBee sported a large bruise across her stomach since she had been laying down with only the lap belt on.  
 
    After much poking and prodding, and insistence from the two of us that we were fine, the doctor released us with a warning to stock up on some over the counter pain meds. “The soreness tomorrow may surprise you,” he told us. “Drink lots of water and take something for the inflammation.” 
 
    We dressed quickly back into our clothes and tossed the hospital gowns into a corner. Swinging the curtain open, I tried to orient myself. Which way to the front desk? 
 
    “Lowe,” a voice screeched. “Not ‘low’, Lowe – L – O – W – E. It isn’t that hard.” 
 
    My mood deflated faster than a balloon with a hole in it. Deidra. Throwing a fit because someone spelled her last name wrong even though it was an understandable mistake since the words sounded exactly alike. 
 
    I motioned BeeBee to follow me and allowed myself to be guided by the sound of general disbelief at the incompetence of regular people. “Is there not someone here whose job is to escort me to my daughter? Do you expect me to wander around this place and hope that I make it to her room in time to see her before something terrible happens?” a sharp rap sounded as she slapped the countertop. 
 
    That woman was a menace, had never worked a day in her life, and probably couldn’t read a hospital floor chart unless it was clearly marked with a trail of diamonds. I watched as the poor unfortunate soul in scrubs nearest her was wrangled into service. 
 
    “Mitch, please escort Mrs. LOWE,” the nurse at the desk emphasized the name slowly, “to room number 118 in ICU.” 
 
    “Who is that?” BeeBee asked as I stalked quietly behind them. 
 
    “Sam’s dear mother,” I answered. 
 
    “Yikes.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. “If Sam didn’t have a headache before, she will now.” 
 
    Sam did, of course, already have a headache. Deidra pushed Griff aside, completely ignoring the nurse who had brought her to the room and rushed to Sam as if she might never see her again. It would have been touching if that woman had ever been sincere in her affections for her children in her life. 
 
    I swallowed my disgust and slipped in to whisper to Griff. “So?” 
 
    “So.” He rubbed the back of his neck in that way he does when he’s worried or frustrated. “So far, she’s got a few spots in her vision and a killer headache. Until a little more of the swelling goes down, the doctor says that Sam has to stay in the hospital.” 
 
    My hand went to my throat as my heart ached for my friend. Guilt gnawed at me. If I hadn’t been with her, this never would have happened. Wait a minute! 
 
    “Griff, how did they find me? Us? In the middle of the highway, between towns? In Sam’s car, not my truck?” I shook my head. It was too much. “I have to go. I have to get ahold of Sheriff Kent. I’m going to that impound lot to look at that car.” 
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    At five, Sheriff Kent picked BeeBee and me up at the hospital. He wasn’t too pleased about it, but then he hadn’t been pleased when I told him a taxi could get me to the impound lot all by myself just as easily. He decided to take me himself and make sure trouble didn’t find me again. BeeBee came along because we both thought that being with the sheriff should keep us pretty safe. Or safer. At least, I hoped so. 
 
    The black gate, sprinkled liberally with rust, swung to the inside with a series of clinks and groans as if the wheels were tired of supported the long metal and wire structure. Inch by slow-moving inch, Sheriff Kent drove the car in following the progress of the gate. 
 
    Cars were lined up in long rows, side by side. Old cars, new cars, cars that were barely recognizable beyond being a heap of metal; a few of the latter made me cringe, unsure how anyone could have survived.  
 
    “You said it was brought in today, and you’re sure it was brought here?” The sheriff asked, and I forced my thoughts back to why we were here. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Griff made the phone call to the tow truck driver himself. It is a yellow Nissan Juke and they said it would be delivered here within the hour.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” 
 
    I pulled my phone out of my pocket to check the time. “A-About an hour,” I said sheepishly. 
 
    Two gray eyebrows raised over dark sunglasses. 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    Just then, the gate started serenading us with the creaking, groaning ruckus again. I swiveled my head in the seat. “Look, that’s it now.” I smiled at the sheriff. He pointedly ignored me and pulled the car to the side, out of the way of the tow truck. 
 
    We stepped out of the vehicle and, while the sheriff spoke to the driver, BeeBee and I waited to the side. I tapped my foot on the ground, impatient to confirm my suspicions. At last, the car had been unloaded and was settled into a space at the end of the row nearest the gate. 
 
    I hurried over and knelt on the ground, craning my neck to see under the car. After frustrating seconds spent in the dirt, I sat back on my heels.  
 
    The sheriff stood watching me, arms crossed. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder and I moved out of his way as directed. 
 
    Sheriff Kent pulled an electronic wand from a bag by his feet, a bag I hadn’t noticed him retrieve in my rush to prove a point, and methodically worked his way around the undercarriage of the car. Soon enough, a beep sounded and an orange light began blinking on the wand. 
 
    I knew it! 
 
    “Same type of device we found on your truck, Miss Rivers.” Sheriff Kent bagged the small black object. 
 
    “May I?” I asked, holding out my hand for the bag. The sheriff hesitated. “I won’t touch it or steal it, Sheriff. I’d like to look at it more closely though. Who knows, when I might need to be able to recognize one of these things as often as they keep showing up?” 
 
    With a curt nod, Sheriff Kent handed me the sealed bag and left me to examine it as he put away his tools. He agreed that we could get our shopping bags and any other personal belongings out of the beat-up car. Sam would be heartbroken when she found out. 
 
    “This little thing is what let them almost kill us today?” BeeBee shuddered. 
 
    “Yes. It seems like they are a very determined group. I just wish I could figure out where they are; obviously, they’re sticking close. It would have made more sense for them to move on to somewhere new when their operation was discovered.” 
 
    BeeBee’s brow furrowed. “It seems like Asnee was part of some brotherhood. Maybe revenge is more important to this man who’s after you than escape?” 
 
    I pondered that but had no time to continue the discussion before the sheriff approached. “You ladies ready to go? I’ll have a deputy come do a full work-up of the car, look for prints or evidence.” He took his sunglasses off then and looked at me. “I wouldn’t get your hopes up for much since your truck turned up clean. I’m going to assign a unit to patrol that bakery where you work more often, but, Miss Rivers, I can’t advise you enough to be careful and pay attention.” He spun his gaze to BeeBee, including her in the warning. “Both of you. This guy has gotten very close to getting rid of you, not once but twice. Let’s not let him have a chance for the third time to be the charm, understood?” 
 
    I gulped. For a man of few words, the sheriff sure packed a punch when he did speak. “Understood.” I gave a wooden nod. 
 
    Satisfied, he put his shades back on and we headed to the car. A somber ride took us back to the hospital. I knew the sheriff was right, still, it ate at me that there was nothing I was supposed to do but sit around and hope not to be killed. We needed more information, some kind of a break in the case of the scary tattooed man. I had a bad feeling that we wouldn’t find him until he found me again. 
 
    Before I opened the door, I decided to ask for another favor. “Sheriff, do you have a man you can spare or someone you can call in to post watch over my friend Sam in the hospital here?” I wiped at a rogue tear. “She may have to stay awhile and I don’t want someone hurting her more to get to me.” 
 
    “I’ll get it done,” he promised. 
 
    I smiled and hoped he knew how much I meant it when I said, “Thank you. For everything.” 
 
    BeeBee and I exited the car and made our way back through the lobby and toward the back hallway where Sam’s room was. The scene before me when we arrived wasn’t what I expected to find.
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    I blinked a few times to make sure I wasn’t the one suffering from a head injury. Nope. The scene didn’t change. 
 
    The curtains were drawn shut, and a lamp in the corner was turned on but no other lights. Sam’s bed was raised to a sitting position, but she had her head tilted back, face toward the ceiling. Her hands covered her eyes. Two chairs were pulled near her bed, Griff was nowhere to be seen, but Landon appeared to have hemmed Deidra into the far chair in the corner and a heated debate could be heard. 
 
    “Landon?” At my voice, he turned. Sam uncovered her eyes, lips stretching into a smile. 
 
    “Lovely, you’re here,” Deidra’s sneer belied the tight-lipped fake smile and positivity she pretended to convey. 
 
    Rather than unfurl my own insults, specifically my surprise at her ability to pry herself away from the many pressing activities someone as important as she always had, I bit my tongue. Ignoring Deidra completely, instead, I asked, “Landon, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I came as soon as BeeBee texted me,” he said. 
 
    That explained it. I felt a little bad that I hadn’t thought to text him, but it had been a crazy afternoon. I mouthed thanks to BeeBee who nodded. She hovered at the edge of the door, looking unsure of herself. 
 
    “Where’s Griff?” I asked, turning back to the group. “Sam, how are you feeling?” I approached the other side of her hospital bed and took her hand. 
 
    “Better,” she said. “And my brother went to get Mother her special coffee.” 
 
    “What kind of hospital won’t even make a decent Frappuccino as part of the room service menu?” Deidra snapped. 
 
    The kind who isn’t here to serve you but to save people like your daughter who are injured or sick. Boy, when Sam got out of here, I planned to request a medal for keeping all of these thoughts to myself. Or at least a gold star. Maybe a golden cookie. I focused my attention back on Sam. “The headache?” I raised my eyebrows, daring her to lie to me. 
 
    “Still hurts like the devil,” she admitted. “But the spots in my vision cleared up and the doctors were really pleased about that.” 
 
    “Good.” I squeezed her hand. 
 
    “The scan came back,” Landon chimed in. “While I was here,” he explained. “They said miraculously there was no skull fracture sustained.” 
 
    “BeeBee,” Sam called softly. “Come on in. How about you two?” she moved her head slowly between us, careful not to make fast motions. “Were you both alright?” 
 
    I nodded and let BeeBee answer as she came to stand next to me. “Minor bruising. We’re good, don’t worry.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” Sam smiled again. 
 
    “Looks like I’m missing the party,” Griff ambled into the room with a Grande Frappuccino from the major coffee chain around the corner. “Here you go, Mother.” He handed it across the bed to Deidra. She didn’t utter a word of thanks, not that that was surprising; she probably would have preferred a large bottle of wine. 
 
    “That’s better,” Deidra said as she sipped the steaming liquid. She rose, “Well, I’d love to stay but it is getting a bit crowded and I have several appointments to get to before the spa closes. You understand I’m sure? This has all been so stressful for me.” she patted Sam on the shoulder. “If you get out of here by tomorrow, call Rosalind and have her set up a lunch.” 
 
    Deidra eyed Landon until he stood and scooted his chair out of her way, then she sauntered out of the room. I could hear her talking faintly down the hallway, as she called and ordered her driver to be ready to leave. 
 
    “Wow.” BeeBee stared after the departing figure. 
 
    “Yep. Told you she was a real character,” I said. “Landon, what were you two so worked up about when I got here?” 
 
    Sam chuckled and then winced and rubbed her head. The smile dimmed as her face sagged with exhaustion. 
 
    “Equality of the social classes based on their humanity, not their net worth.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at Landon’s answer. “I’m not even going to ask how that was going,” I turned to Griff. “No wonder you went to get the coffee. I thought that was a bit odd for you to go to such lengths for one of Deidra’s demands. It’s all making sense now,” I laughed. 
 
    “Yeah and none of them cared that I couldn’t escape and was subjected to the whole ludicrous argument,” Sam stared up at the ceiling again. 
 
    “Had to see if she was as bad as she sounded,” Landon defended himself. 
 
    “And?” I prompted. 
 
    “And she’s worse,” he conceded. “Especially the way she treats Sam,” he scowled and his voice grew heavy with emotion. 
 
    Considering the mistreatment that I was certain Landon had witnessed in various places over the years, that statement spoke volumes. 
 
    I noticed Sam’s eyes drifting shut. She was struggling to stay awake and we were the reason. “Hey Sam,” I whispered. 
 
    “Hmm?” she turned toward my voice. 
 
    “I think we are going to go and let you rest,” I told her. 
 
    Her eyes opened again and found mine. “You have something important to do,” she murmured. “Don’t forget.” 
 
    “Don’t forget what?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t remember,” her lids slipped closed. 
 
    My panicked expression must have shown because Griff slipped his hand in mine and led me away from the bed. “The doctors said drowsiness and confusion are normal. They are monitoring her very closely but strongly believe she is out of any true danger.” 
 
    I swallowed reflexively, trying to bring moisture to my dry mouth. “Okay.” From the corner of my eye, I saw a uniformed woman stop at the nurse’s station and then make her way to the room we stood in. I greeted her at the door, stepping into the hallway to speak quietly. Griff followed. 
 
    After I assured myself the deputy had all of the knowledge that I could give her, including a description of the tattooed man and how dangerous he was, Griff and I went back into the room.  
 
    “I’m going to stay a little longer,” Griff told me. “You’re welcome to stay, or I can come to pick you up for our dinner date later on.” 
 
    “That’s what Sam was telling me not to forget!” I looked at my phone. There was still time. “I have to be at the bakery soon, to give a quick statement about the Fourth of July sale that Flo’s Flowers and the Ooey Gooey Bakery is putting on. Sam set it up and somehow failed to tell me about it until this afternoon.” 
 
    “I can give you a ride,” Landon offered. “You too, BeeBee. Didn’t your text say that you would be working at the flower shop?” 
 
    BeeBee nodded. “That’s right. Thanks, Landon.” 
 
    “That would be great,” I agreed. “Griff, I’ll see you later. If Sam wakes, please give her my love.” 
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    “We’ve got about twenty minutes to get to the bakery before Missy will be there with the news van.” I climbed into Landon’s car.  
 
    BeeBee placed all of the shopping bags in the backseat before scooting in beside them. “That should give me a few minutes to change clothes and introduce you to Flo,” I turned to look at her as I buckled my seatbelt. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll be there in a flash,” Landon assured me. 
 
    I breathed out and rehearsed what I would say in my head. He was right, we would be there and soon it would be over. 
 
    So much for the power of positive thinking. 
 
    Landon was wrong. 
 
    Two blocks from the bakery, traffic was at a complete halt. “What is going on?” I leaned forward in my seat, trying to see any reason for the delay. 
 
    “Over there,” Landon pointed just ahead to the left. Plumes of smoke sliced through the clear sky; flames licked the top of an electrical pole and the tops of the trees nearest to it. Two fire engines had set up a perimeter, and it looked like trucks from the electric company were being routed in between cars as well. 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” I shook my head. “There’s been no storm, no lightning. What, did the transformer thing explode or spontaneously combust?” We sat there watching as firemen continued to evacuate nearby buildings, and otherwise maintained a perimeter. As the vehicles bearing the electric company logo arrived, a single individual in a white hat approached one of the firemen. They seemed to be making some kind of plan, hands motioned and heads nodded frequently.  
 
    Landon fiddled with buttons on the radio until a local newscast came on, then turned the volume up more. As it turned out, yes, the transformer did explode. No confirmation was available for the exact why it happened, according to the news report, but suggestions of old wiring or power surge were being tossed around. 
 
    “Now what?” I slumped back in the seat. 
 
    “Why aren’t they putting it out?” BeeBee asked, pointing to the firefighters who still worked to maintain a large perimeter and ushered bystanders back. 
 
    “They’re probably waiting for the electric company to confirm all power to this spot has been shut off,” Landon remarked. At our puzzled faces, he explained further. “If those wires fall,” he pointed to the four wires attached to the fiery pole top, “then they could spark and cause more structure fires or kill someone if they are still full of electricity.” 
 
    Before I had time to marvel at the constantly surprising depths of knowledge my friend had, a flurry of activity distracted me. Sure enough, Mr. White Hat spoke into a radio and then spoke again to the fireman standing by. Soon hoses were spraying water at the trees and a large expanding white foam, like the kind in fire extinguishers I assumed, onto the pole. 
 
    BeeBee, in the meantime, had evidently been looking up things on her phone because she leaned forward and held it up for Landon and me to see. “Look, Landon is right. This article says that spraying water on a pole fire, or any electrical fire actually, can allow the electricity to travel through the hose stream of water and often result in electrocution.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” I nodded as I considered this new information. “I mean, everyone knows not to turn on the power to an appliance at home if the appliance is in water or really wet. Like the movies when someone is killed in the bathtub by tossing in a small, plugged-in toaster.” 
 
    Landon cocked his head to the side. 
 
    “I’m just saying.” I shrugged. “Oh! We’re finally moving.” The line of cars rolled slowly forward as a woman in a bright neon vest routed traffic down a side road. 
 
    “I’m not sure how to get to the bakery from here,” Landon said as we took the detour. 
 
    I waved him forward. “You go straight a block and take a left. We can come up behind the bakery faster this way anyway.” A glance at my phone showed that we might just make it. And when I say just, I mean by the skin of my teeth, the hair on my chinny-chin-chin, and all those other bewildering expressions. 
 
    Landon pulled into the rear parking lot eight minutes later. Not that I was counting, or slavishly watching the minutes tick by on my phone. Nope. Not at all. 
 
    I rushed to the back door and turned the handle. Locked.  
 
    I wasted another half a minute fishing my keys out of my pocket. At last, I made it inside, not waiting for Landon or BeeBee, simply whooshing past Victoria, and making a beeline for the swinging door.  
 
    I didn’t have my pretty new dress. I didn’t even have a hairbrush. I did have a new determination, however; a determination to conquer the public speaking fear, a determination to help Flo’s business, a determination to do this and make Sam proud. I had managed to talk to Missy on camera once before when we won the fundraising contest. I could manage it again. 
 
    I decided right then that, if practice makes perfect, I would speak to a crowd of people many times over if it meant when I sat down in court Monday, the words would flow easily and clearly enough from my testimony to leave no doubt about the guilt of Regina and Asnee. 
 
     “Piper! There you are,” Gladys stopped wiping the counter and bustled over to me as I entered the café from the kitchen. “There’s some hoity-toity news lady over in the corner and she’s not very happy. Wouldn’t even accept a complimentary dessert while she waited.” Gladys harrumphed. “I didn’t know what to tell her except that I was certain you or Sam would be here soon.” 
 
    That stopped me in my tracks. “Gladys, I’m so sorry. There was absolutely no time to tell you. It’s been such a nightmare of an afternoon.” I caught my breath. I wasn’t on camera yet and here I was, already about to hyperventilate. “Sam is in the hospital. She’s going to be okay, but there was a car accident.” 
 
    Gladys’s mouth went slack and she began wringing the dish towel in her hand. 
 
    Taking Gladys by the arms, I promised to tell her everything in a minute. “As soon as I’m done; I have to take care of this first,” I said gesturing to Missy. “It’s something Sam asked me to do.” 
 
    I walked to the corner to face the news diva, racking my brain for her last name as I went. She sat with her back rigid, her legs crossed and her long hot-pink manicured fingernails clicking away on the top of the table so hard I feared she would wreck Millie’s paint job. Her camera boy, a different youth than the last time, sat a table away from her and he appeared to be happily munching on an Oatmeal Chocolate No-Bake Cookie. 
 
    “Miss Sims,” I spoke first, relieved the name had come forward at last. “I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting. I’m ready to start as soon as you are.” 
 
    “Really?” she looked down her nose at my wrinkled shirt, cargo pants, and sneakers. “You wouldn’t like a moment to...ahum…freshen up?” She made no move to stand. I darted my eyes to the camera boy who inclined his head, eyes wide, as if telling me to hurry and go now. 
 
    I smiled broadly to show that I was perfectly comfortable with my appearance. “Not at all. Please, I’m quite ready and I’m certain you are a busy woman with things to do, as am I.” I wouldn’t be intimidated by the likes of miss-prissy, not when I’d been nearly murdered twice in as many days. “Would you prefer to set up inside or outside?” I asked, the sugary sweetness of my own voice tasting sour in my mouth. 
 
    “Inside. The heat out there is dreadful,” Missy stretched her long legs and got to her feet. Immediately, the camera boy jumped to attention.  
 
    As I ran my tongue around my dry mouth, I wished I had been a little less stubborn; maybe grabbed a drink and one of the advertisement flyers when Missy had offered me extra time. Too late now. 
 
    Once the camera and I were positioned exactly as Missy dictated, her pinched and annoyed expression transformed into one of charm and happiness. She nodded at the camera boy. A red light flared to life on the camera and we were rolling. 
 
    “Good evening, Seashell Bay!” Missy glowed, reveling in the spotlight. “I’m here this evening with Ooey Gooey Bakery proprietor Piper Rivers. Piper,” her head swiveled to me for two seconds and then back to the camera. “It’s my understanding you want to share some exciting news with the residents of Seashell Bay?” 
 
    As she was speaking, I noticed Flo had walked in and stood behind the camera boy. Flo held up one of the mixed bouquets and I smiled. Thank goodness. 
 
    I took a deep breath and launched into the announcement I had been practicing repeatedly in my head when we were setting up to film. 
 
    “Good evening, Missy. Thank you for being here.” I turned to the camera, my palms sweating and my heart rate thumping out a whole new rhythm. A few customers now stood and watched as well, having trickled in behind Flo. I thought of the courtroom full of people. I thought of Flo’s business and of Sam in the hospital. I planted my feet a little wider apart and waved. Here goes nothing. “Hi, friends, neighbors. Thank you for watching as well. I am excited to have this chance to tell you about our biggest sale this season which also happens to be a cross-promotional sale with Flo’s Flowers.” I reeled off a few facts about the sale and the coupons and then described the mixed flower-cookie bouquets. “Here to demonstrate one for you is Flo herself. Flo, would you join me?” I asked, ignoring the slip of Missy’s smile as I brought Flo in front of the camera and crowded Missy a bit out of the center frame. 
 
    Flo held the bouquet up in front of her face, making me relax the last little bit as I stifled a laugh. I might not be the only publicity shy person around. Gently, I pushed the bouquet down a few inches while pointing to and describing a few of the cookies: Party Sparklers, a treat filled with PopRocks for a fun sizzle and fizz; Strawberry Shortbread; Blueberry Shortbread; Fun-Loving Flag Cookies, a simple sugar cookie decorated with frosting to look like the country’s flag. 
 
    “Flo, would you tell us about some of these flowers. I notice this bouquet has way more than a bunch of flowers dyed artificial colors.” 
 
    Flo took a faltering step backward. I recognized that deer in headlights look and drew her attention to a specific flower. “Tell me about these delicate little blue ones.” 
 
    Her eyes followed my finger. “Oh! Those are Forget-Me-Nots.” Flo smiled up at me. “I thought they were more than appropriate for an Independence Day centerpiece when we are celebrating the day the Declaration of Independence was adopted in 1776. That is a long way back to remember, after all.” 
 
    “That is so true, and how thoughtful that you chose those flowers for that specific reason. Do all flowers have meaning?” I asked, genuinely curious now. 
 
    “Well, yes, traditionally speaking there is meaning behind most flowers though some aren’t well-known or acknowledged. I enjoy learning about them and incorporating the absolutely perfect flowers into the orders that people bring in, whether they want to convey love, thankfulness, well-wishes, or maybe just friendship,” Flo added slyly. We shared a laugh over that, remembering her surprise at my request for breakup flowers. 
 
    Having shared her space long enough, Missy stepped in front of us to close out the segment. In seconds, the camera light was off and Missy was snapping commands like an army general at the camera boy. I hurried to the counter and came back as they were leaving, managing to sneak the poor kid a to-go bag while he held the door open for Missy to exit. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    “You looked like you could use a few more,” I smiled. 
 
    “I don’t know what I could use, but these will definitely help.” 
 
    I turned away from the door and saw Gladys waiting for me at the counter. Flo waved and headed back to the flower shop, with several potential customers tagging along beside her and asking questions. 
 
    “Flo wanted to leave this here for a display,” Gladys scooted the mixed bouquet over to me. 
 
    “Perfect!” I scooted it to the center of the display case where it would be sure to draw attention. “Do we have anymore…” I smiled my thanks as Gladys pulled a stack of flyers from under the register before my sentence was finished. Scattering them around the bouquet, I stepped back to survey my work. “There we go,” I said. 
 
    “Why is Sam in the hospital?” Gladys asked. 
 
    “Let’s close up early and I’ll tell you everything.” Closing at eight instead of nine couldn’t hurt and I for one wasn’t up for a bout of customer service right now anyway. I felt like I had lived three days squeezed into one, so much had happened. 
 
    ~ 
 
    In the kitchen, we found Victoria putting BeeBee to work as a taste-tester. “Gladys, this is BeeBee. BeeBee, my friend Gladys.” 
 
    When I asked about Landon, BeeBee told me that he had left after making sure she was comfortable with Victoria. With introductions out of the way, I gave Gladys and Victoria the general rundown of our afternoon. 
 
    “I’m going up there right now to see Sam,” Gladys untied her apron strings. “Do you want to ride with me?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Griff is picking me up for dinner.” 
 
    “Good.” With a firm nod, Gladys grabbed her purse from a hook on the wall. “You two deserve a bit of a rest. You’ve been through more than enough these past few weeks.” 
 
    I couldn’t agree more. I hugged her, and with a tip to take a different route in case there was still clean-up going on from the fire, unlocked the front door for her to leave. Relocking the door, I surveyed the café. There wasn’t too much that needed to be done in the way of cleanup. Just a quick sweep would take care of it.  
 
    Victoria must have read my mind. “Piper,” she said as I returned to the kitchen. “Do you want me to clean up while you take BeeBee next door to meet Flo?” 
 
    “Do you mind?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I’m waiting on Millie to finish up anyway. We’re going to get burgers and milkshakes for a late treat; we skipped supper.” Victoria turned to BeeBee. “You should come, too. Unless you have plans?” 
 
    Oh gosh – I’m such a horrible person that I hadn’t even considered what to do with BeeBee while Griff and I were on our date. Of course, I wouldn’t simply abandon her; besides, Griff would understand if she needed to come. Still…. “If you want to go with Victoria and Millie, then I can meet y’all after and pick you up,” I told her. “We’ve had a long day though and if you want a raincheck, I’m sure the girls would understand.” 
 
    “We definitely would,” Victoria nodded. “You two go to Flo’s and BeeBee you can decide before we all leave.” 
 
    BeeBee smiled. “Okay.” 
 
    We used the back door and walked the few feet over to the back side of Flo’s Flowers. I knocked on the door. With everything going on lately, we had both gotten into better habits of keeping things locked up tight. 
 
    Flo answered and welcomed us inside. The fragrances floating in the room were so different from that of the bakery. Both were incredible and sweet, but unique; the bakery smelled delicious while Flo’s Flowers could be described more as invigorating. The Ooey Gooey Bakery could make your mouth water and your stomach growl; Flo’s Flowers made me want to run barefoot or dance in the rain. 
 
    “BeeBee, this is Flo and Millie.” I pointed to each in turn. Millie smiled and waved the greenery she was holding. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Flo reached out a hand for BeeBee to shake. “I’m so glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” BeeBee brushed hair behind her ears. “I don’t really know anything about flowers,” she told Flo, “but it smells very nice in here.” 
 
    “It does, doesn’t it? Don’t worry about what you do or don’t know. To be honest, it might be most helpful to me if you started out working the front and taking orders from customers. At least while we’re busy. After that, if you want to learn, I can show you some of the things I’ve been teaching Millie about arranging the flowers themselves.” 
 
    I stayed to chat with Millie while Flo took BeeBee up front and went over the basics of the cash register, how to run cards, questions to ask when customers filled out the order request, and so on. 
 
    When they came back, Flo said it was past time for the flower shop to close as well. We would all be back very early in the morning to get some more work done, though I didn’t plan to open the bakery to customers until one tomorrow afternoon. BeeBee and I bid Flo good night and gathered Victoria up from the bakery.  
 
    “I think I will go with Victoria and Millie. If you’re sure you don’t mind?” BeeBee looked to me for an answer. 
 
    Griff’s truck rumbled into the parking lot right then. “I don’t mind at all, but let us give you a ride around front to your scooters. I’m not comfortable with you walking all alone with dusk settling in.” 
 
    The girls agreed and piled into the backseat of Griff’s truck. He simply raised a good-natured eyebrow at me. I bet if I had told him they were all joining us for dinner he wouldn’t protest a bit. Tightness squeezed at my chest; I didn’t know where I’d gone and had the good dumb luck to attract this wonderful man, but I couldn’t be happier about it. Even if he was a bit of a worry-wart and overprotective sometimes. Or all the time. 
 
    “Can we drop the girls out front by their scooters, please?” I watched his face. 
 
    “Absolutely,” he grinned and winked. “Unless they’d rather go to dinner with us?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19[image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What would you have done if they all said yes?” I asked Griff. 
 
    He glanced over at me and back to the road. “Found a cheap place to eat I suppose,” he joked. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I watched yet another cluster of restaurants blur by the window as we passed without slowing. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    A sneaking suspicion took hold as Griff continued to leave downtown behind. The city traffic disappeared soon as we turned on smaller and smaller roads. Before long, Griff pulled up at a small public beach on the outskirts of a residential neighborhood, far away from the larger areas where summer tourists could be found. 
 
    “I thought you might prefer a little peace and quiet to lobster and wine.” 
 
    “You thought right!” I wiggled my toes, eager to get them out of these shoes and into the sand. “I wasn’t too hungry anyway,” I said not wanting Griff to feel guilty for not taking me to dinner. 
 
    “That’s too bad,” he said as he stepped out of the truck and walked to the back. 
 
    I hopped out of the passenger side and peered closer as he opened the bed of the truck. My eyes widened as he slid out a large red toolbox and a checkered blanket. 
 
    “Did you pack a picnic?” I jumped up and down in the sand, clapping. This was too good to be true. Seriously, a kind, decent, honest man AND a romantic? Gladys would just die when I told her. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Griff walked past me and down the gentle slope of sand toward the water. “You don’t have to eat any since you aren’t hungry and all. I’m more than capable of taking care of a handful of mozzarella sticks, a few mashed potatoes, snap peas, and freshly-fried salmon patties.” 
 
    I glared, earning a sharp laugh. 
 
    “I will eat the fish, or you will be fed to the fishes,” I tried out my best mob impersonation. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Griff held up the toolbox. “Here, help me set this up and we can eat before any of it gets cold.” 
 
    I took the folded blanket and spread it out on a somewhat flat area of sand. I removed my shoes and sat one in each of two corners to help hold it down, before getting comfy on the blanket. One nice thing about summer by the beach, the light of the sun stretched long into the evening. 
 
    Griff sat too, placing the toolbox-come-picnic basket on a third corner. From a sliding drawer, he handed me paper plates and real forks. He opened the lid and delicious smells tickled my nose and enticed my tummy. He unpacked multiple containers and then dished all of the food up onto the plates that I held out to him. 
 
    “This looks amazing,” I told him. “Let’s say grace and then dig in.”  
 
    As I bowed my head, Griff reached over and gripped my hand. There was nothing in the space of those few seconds but the beautiful, rhythmic crashing of waves. “Father in Heaven,” he prayed, “thank you for this food and more for someone to share it with. God, thank you for protecting my sister, Piper, and BeeBee today. We pray the madman is caught and we can put all of this behind us. Amen.” 
 
    I swallowed down the emotion, thick in my throat, and shoved a giant bite of potatoes, the ultimate comfort food, into my mouth. The sunset blazed across the water, turning the ocean into a living mirror, reflecting the gorgeous colors and reaching up to hold more with each swell. 
 
    Griff lifted his fork, then put it down on the plate and jogged to the truck. He returned with two bottles of water. “Sorry,” he ducked his chin. 
 
    “You don’t get to apologize when you successfully pulled off the best date a girl could dream of,” I shook my finger at him before accepting the bottle of water. The salmon patties were crunchy and full of flavors; I tasted garlic and pepper and could see large crystals of sea salt on the top. 
 
    Griff snuck most of the mozzarella sticks onto his plate before I caught on and slapped his hand. “Hey now, I plan to eat my fair share of those, too.” He knew I wasn’t playing, but he laughed anyway before handing two of them back. 
 
    At last, we both cleared our plates. Griff took them and our napkins to the nearest trash can while I stowed the other items back in the toolbox. Even looking at our make-shift picnic basket made me grin. Only Griff. It was so funny and yet so perfect. I spent a little more time than needed placing the empty Tupperware carefully inside, rifling through every drawer in the process.  
 
    At last, I struck gold.  
 
    Or at least gold wrapping. I palmed the little nuggets and hid them behind me as I slid back to my seat on the blanket before Griff could see. 
 
    Sitting down beside me, Griff leaned back on his elbows and we watched the ocean for a few minutes. 
 
    “I almost forgot,” he said. I looked on as he pulled out the compartment on the toolbox and searched amongst the wrenches in varying sizes. He went through a few more places, coming back to look in the same drawer each time. He turned with narrowed eyes and I whipped my gaze to the sky, trying but failing to tamp down the massive grin on my face. 
 
    “Did you eat my dessert?” 
 
    “Look how beautiful the stars are,” I continued to crane my neck away from him. 
 
    “Lady, where is my dessert?” he tried again. 
 
    I turned at his stern tone and saw his eyes crinkled in humor. Giving over to the laughter, I pulled the small truffles from underneath my leg and held out one to him. Rather than take it, he grasped my whole hand and brought it to his lips for a kiss. 
 
    My breath hitched. The truffle in my other hand would probably be smushed flat, and yes, I am the kind of chocolate-obsessed woman for whom that thought did cross my mind even in this romantic, heart-beating-out-of-my-chest type of moment. Still, truffle or no, I found I couldn’t look away from him, as he lowered my hand back down. 
 
    I jumped away as my phone beeped, shattering the quiet. 
 
    Holy pancakes, cell phones might be the worst invention ever. Or at least the rudest. 
 
    Griff stood and carried the toolbox to the truck while I checked my messages. “The girls are done eating; they texted to say they will be in Babbling Books when we are ready to pick BeeBee up.” I popped my hazelnut and chocolate truffle into my mouth. Delicious. Then I stood. “I guess we may as well go now; we do both have to be at the bakery and Flo’s early in the morning. Plus, I kind of feel like I need to keep an eye on her until the trial is over.” 
 
    “I’m going to head to the hospital early in the morning to check in on Sam,” Griff said as he bent to help me fold up the blanket. I snatched my shoes up and carried them to the truck, shaking the sand out as we went. Griff stepped over and opened my door for me, giving me a hand in. When he removed his hand from mine, he left his truffle, without a word, nestled in my fingers for me to eat. In my book, if you share your dessert with someone, that is a giant gesture. I did a little happy dance in the seat, not even hesitating before I popped the candy into my mouth.  
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    My alarm went off at four o’clock on Sunday morning. I stretched my arms overhead and gave myself a few minutes to fully wake up. I reached for my phone and my hand swung through the air; Sam’s nightstand was on the opposite side of the bed than I was used to. 
 
    After picking up BeeBee last night from Babbling Books, Griff would only agree to deposit us at my truck if we followed him home and stayed the night in Sam’s duplex, where we would have been anyway if she wasn’t in the hospital. Too tired to argue, and frankly concerned about putting BeeBee in danger if we went to my apartment, I hadn’t taken much convincing. 
 
    Finding my phone eventually, I dressed and brushed my teeth quickly. I went down the hall and tapped on the guest room door. 
 
    “I’m up,” BeeBee’s soft voice rang out.  
 
    “Tea or coffee?” I asked through the door. 
 
    With her answer, I padded to the kitchen to fix our drinks in some portable cups. By the time BeeBee joined me five minutes later, her steaming cup of coffee stood at attention next to the little crowd of creamers and sugar. 
 
    “Thanks,” she popped the lid on a toasted marshmallow cream and poured a couple of tablespoons into the cup. 
 
    “How did you sleep?” I handed her a long, thin spoon to stir the drink. 
 
    “Pretty great.” Her smile widened. “I think that has to be the softest bed I’ve ever slept in.” 
 
    “Good! Now, let’s get you over to Flo’s Flowers.” I grabbed my travel cup full of green tea. 
 
    ~ 
 
    By a quarter before eight, Victoria and I had all of the baking done, plus plenty of extra batters made up and chilling in the walk-in fridge. 
 
    “That should be plenty to keep you going while I’m at court tomorrow,” I told Victoria as I put dishes into the large industrial dishwasher. 
 
    “I think I’ll go over and see if there is anything I can help out with at Flo’s Flowers,” Victoria said when I told her my plans to go see Sam at the hospital. 
 
    “I’ll walk you over.” 
 
    Millie opened the back door for us when I knocked. “Morning!” Her long blonde ponytail bounced with her energetic greeting. 
 
    The surprise must have registered on my face when I saw BeeBee working with a lovely bouquet of flowers because Flo began to explain. “BeeBee learned the cash register and front-of-shop business faster than expected this morning.” 
 
    BeeBee grinned and took over. “Yes, so Flo told me I could practice making an arrangement. What do you think?” 
 
    Stepping closer, I admired the bright yellow and deep purple flower combinations that BeeBee had put together. They were not as refined or symmetrical as when Flo finished one of her masterpieces, but they were beautiful and cheerful all the same. They were displayed in a simple white, cylindrical vase. “I think you did great, much better than I would if I were to give it a try.” 
 
    “Thanks. I planned to give them to Sam at the hospital.” 
 
    “She will love them!” I turned to Flo. Millie was showing Victoria a few different flowers. “Flo, BeeBee and I are going to the hospital to visit Sam. I may run a few other errands, and I want to stop by the church and see Pastor Dan before coming to open the Ooey Gooey at one. Text me if you need me to bring you anything.” 
 
    Flo bobbed her head. “I’ll do that, thank you.” 
 
    In the truck, I sent a text to Griff letting him know that we were on our way. I hesitated with my hand on the keys, not quite bringing myself to crank the truck. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Probably nothing,” I admitted. “But I keep waiting for that psycho to pop up again. I was just thinking about those trackers that keep turning up everywhere. I think I’m going to check the truck before we go.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” BeeBee unfastened her seatbelt. 
 
    Together, we combed the underneath of my truck the best that we could. My hands were embedded with gravel when I stood. Dusting them off on my pants, I did a last check around the mirrors and under the handle to the tailgate. Nothing out of the ordinary was in any of the places I could think to check, so, giving up, I climbed back in the truck and we headed to the hospital. 
 
    When we arrived, I bypassed the front desk and walked straight to Sam’s hospital room. “Hey,” I called out with only a brief tap on the door frame. I came to a stop so fast that BeeBee bumped into. I felt a little water from the vase spill down the small of my back, but that was the least of my concerns. 
 
    The man sitting in the chair beside the bed was not Griff. 
 
    And, as if that wasn’t enough to freak me out on its own, the woman lying in the ICU bed wasn’t Sam. 
 
    Maybe I had been in too big of a hurry. I was really bad about hurrying. And directions, sometimes I was bad at directions. I likely made a simple mistake. I convinced myself that each of these was a plausible explanation and one of them would be the truth. It was easy to convince yourself of something you wanted to believe. 
 
    I stepped back into the hallway and checked the room number. 
 
    Nope. 
 
    No mistake. A plaque declaring this Room 118 stared back at me. I glanced in the room, looking at the couple who hadn’t noticed me because they were wrapped up in each other, hands grasped, tears glistening down the cheek of the woman in the bed. 
 
    I didn’t need tears. I needed Sam. Or Griff. I spun on my heel and snatched my phone from my pocket all in one motion. BeeBee stumbled back out of my way. I could hear the clapping of her shoes on the waxed floor behind me as I hit call. 
 
    Voicemail. Both of their phones went to voicemail.  
 
    Plan B. I marched up to the front information desk. “Hi. My friend was here yesterday and now she’s gone. At least, someone else is in her room. The thing is, nobody told me she was being discharged so she has to be around here, somewhere, right?” I pasted on my very best I’m-not-a-crazy-person look. “Can you give me any information?” 
 
    “Patient name?” The woman asked in a bored voice, never missing a beat as she chomped on her gum and stared at the computer screen. 
 
    “Samantha Lowe.” 
 
    Tapping keys and clicking the mouse, she went through a search engine of some kind. Her clicking slowed at last. All gum chomping ceased as her eyes grew wide. She leaned forward and read words that I couldn’t see, no matter how I craned my neck in an attempt to do so. 
 
    “Did you find anything?” I asked, unable to take the suspense any longer.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What do you mean no?” Worry chewed on my stomach, my brain sent flashes of horrible scenarios around and around in my mind. “You looked her up. You found something. Where is she?” For all the effort, I couldn’t keep the anger out of my voice. My calm was unraveling like a ball of yarn on a downhill slope. 
 
    “I can’t release information on that patient.” 
 
    “Why not? I came here to see her only yesterday, what in the world changed?” I gripped the countertop and leaned toward the woman. “She’s my best friend. You have to tell me something,” I begged. 
 
    “Miss Lowe is a high-profile individual. She has been remanded into private care and I am not allowed to say that, much less anything else.” The woman rolled back in her chair and swiveled to a different computer, away from me. 
 
    I resisted the urge to scream or bang on the counters, but barely. It wasn’t the nurse’s fault; after all, she was only doing her job. I took a deep breath and stepped over to the side where BeeBee waited for me. 
 
    “Is Sam okay?” she asked, lip trembling, as she clutched the vase tightly. We may not have known her long, but it seemed we’d made as big of an impression in BeeBee’s heart as she had in ours. 
 
    I rubbed my fingers along my temples. “No. She’s been kidnapped.” 
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    “Kidnapped? By Asnee’s father or whoever that whacko is?” 
 
    “No. By her mother.” My dry tone conveyed my disgust easily enough. 
 
    As soon as the nurse mentioned high-profile, I knew. Deidra had been in here throwing fits and insisting her daughter wasn’t meant to be in a general ICU area; I had no doubt in my mind. The big question was, where would she have her taken? And after that, where was Griff? 
 
    There was only one thing for me to do. “Come on,” I linked arms with BeeBee and headed back to the parking lot, the double glass doors of the lobby swooshing open as we neared. “We’re going to confront the monster.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    The Mayoral Mansion, as Sam and I liked to call it, where Gregory and Deidra Lowe had moved to when he was first elected mayor, sat just close enough to the private road in the gated community to remain visible, thus the envy of the neighborhood, while still far enough back to require a long, picturesque drive through meticulously maintained landscaping. Not only was it located in a gated community, but the property itself was fitted with a tall wrought iron gate.  
 
    A little brick guard shack, smaller than a linen closet really, sat at the entrance to Number 11775 Princeton Drive. I pulled adjacent to the tiny structure and rolled down my window. 
 
    “Good afternoon. Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “No,” I began, but the intercom crackled back to life and cut me off. 
 
    “Entry is by appointment only,” the male voice drawled. 
 
     “Jerry, it’s me. It’s Piper.” I spoke to the guard, drawing him closer to the window of his booth. “Jerry, you have to let me in there. This is urgent. Trust me, you can let me in. Sam would want you to let me in.” I’d been a guest of Sam a couple of times when she had expressly ignored her mother’s suggestion that I didn’t quite fit the guest list. 
 
    The guard dropped his eyes, not meeting my pleading gaze. “Sorry, ma’am. No entry without an appointment.” 
 
    I hated to resort to this, but I would do whatever it took. “Jerry Kipper, you will let me in this instant or I will never bake a Scrumdiddlyumptious Cake for your wife’s birthday again.” Jerry Kipper came into the bakery for desserts often enough, but twice a year you could count on him being the first in line. I made a very specific cake just for his wife on her birthday, and her half-birthday 
 
    His head snapped up to look at me, stricken. Jerry had come to me fretting that his wife never seemed to like any cakes from the grocery store. He didn’t know her favorite flavor, but he’d listed off a whole jumble of desserts she enjoyed at restaurants; from that, I created a custom cake with as many of those flavors as would complement one another and the Scrumdiddlyumptious Cake was born. Jerry’s wife bragged on him for months for finding the perfect cake. She loved it so much, he started ordering one six months after her birthday, too. 
 
    I crossed my arms and tilted my head. “I’m really sorry, but this is urgent. And important, I promise. So. What’ll it be, Jerry?” 
 
    Jerry gave a brief nod and tapped a button. 
 
    “Brutal,” BeeBee whispered from the side of her mouth. 
 
    I winked. “But effective,” I whispered back. 
 
     “Cheer up, Jerry” I spoke louder again, as I threw the truck in gear. “Deidra hates me; tell her it was all my fault and she’ll probably forget you were even the one who had to open the gate.” 
 
    Jerry’s lips twitched. He probably knew it was true. I doubt any of Deidra’s staff were in the dark concerning her opinion of me. She bemoaned the fact that I had ruined her daughter’s chance at wealth and happiness by derailing her bright future by tricking her into working at a “sticky, hole-in-the-wall place baking cookies”. 
 
    The gate swung backward in an arc, though, unlike the gates at the impound lot, these moved without so much as a squeak; Jerry must keep them greased or oiled or whatever it was you did to gates. I pulled through before he changed his mind. 
 
    BeeBee let out a low whistle as I navigated the truck up the long drive and into the circle drive. Three fountains, three, were surrounded by elegant topiary and lush flowers in the grassy area within the paved circle. A short flight of steps took you up to a wrap-around porch that was to die for, complete with mini-bar at one end and jacuzzi around the back corner. Two gray-bricked chimneys rose from the roof; I knew one to be located in the living room and the other from the study. A rounded room on the right, the study would have been my favorite room if it weren’t so stark and lifeless; straight-backed chairs, a liquor cabinet, mini-golf, and not a book to be found. The second story boasted a beautiful curved balcony coming from the rounded room on that floor. 
 
    I took it as a good sign that we weren’t met by the butler with a shotgun or multiple armed security guards. Instead, it was only one guard. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” BeeBee darted her eyes from the guard to me and back. 
 
    “Follow my lead,” I told her. “And don’t forget the flowers.” I stepped out and pocketed my truck keys. As we stepped off the paved drive and onto the path leading to the porch, the guard stepped slightly forward, but not enough to block us. I continued at a steady pace. The sound of gravel crunching behind me was enough to know BeeBee was keeping up. 
 
    “Pardon me,” I inclined my head to the guard and polished my best southern smile. “Sam’s expecting us.” 
 
    A swift nod his only response, the guard stepped back into the shade of a tall tree. My heart fluttered with relief. It wasn’t a lie if Sam was here, and now my hopes soared that she might be, then she would definitely be expecting me to come to find her. 
 
    I led BeeBee up the steps and rapped my knuckles on the dark red door. The butler, yes Deidra seriously employed a butler who I believe was Sam’s third uncle once removed or something, opened the door. I didn’t wait, didn’t attempt civility; no begging, no threats. I marched right past the old man with his sleepy expression and headed to the living room first, where I had seen smoke from the chimney. 
 
    “Good morning, Deidra,” I spoke calmly as I entered the room, forcing myself to assume a relaxed pose and not cross my arms and glare at her. 
 
    As wife to the mayor and someone who prided herself on poise, Deidra’s only reaction to my surprise visit was a tightening at the mouth and one pristine eyebrow climbing higher than the other in slow motion. The raised eyebrow, it must be a family trait. 
 
    “Piper. I wasn’t expecting you this morning. I’m afraid I don’t have any refreshments to offer.” Deidra steepled her fingers together in her lap. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t be long.” I smiled. “Just point me to Sam and I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to introduce your friend?” Deidra glanced pointedly at BeeBee. 
 
    BeeBee stepped forward without hesitation. “I’m BeeBee. I’m also a friend of Sam’s and we would like to see her this morning. I need to give her these flowers, too.” 
 
    “How…lovely,” Deidra frowned at the vase of flowers which I had no doubt fell short of her exacting standards. 
 
    More than capable of holding her own, BeeBee smiled as if Deidra had just given her an award. “They are lovely, aren’t they? I put them together myself and each flower represents healing, renewal, and joy.” 
 
    “Sam will love them,” I said. “Now, where did you say she was again?” 
 
    “Sam needs her rest. I will not be answering any of your questions which is obviously more than I can say for the incompetent hospital staff.” Deidra stood then, taking two steps toward us. “As you have seen yourself into my home, you may now kindly show yourself out.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I nodded and turned. “And I will be happy to do so, right after I’ve seen Sam.” 
 
    “Stop!” I paid no attention as Deidra continued to shout at me. “I asked you to leave. Where do you think you’re going?” The clip-clop of heels sounded as she came after BeeBee and me.  
 
    The thing about being a proper lady though was that one never ran; I had no fear that Deidra would even come close to catching me. I considered going up the stairs to Sam’s old room but decided to check the guest bedroom on the ground floor instead. If I were a doctor carting around a patient, I would veto stairs. 
 
    The guest room door was cracked, no guard posted somewhat to my surprise, and I was delighted to find Sam tucked into the bed when I entered. 
 
    “Thank God, you found me,” she smiled when BeeBee and I approached. I sat down on the edge of the bed while BeeBee placed the flowers on the nightstand. “Thank you! Those are beautiful.” Sam reached out and squeezed BeeBee’s hand. “There’s a chair in the corner; pull it over here if you want to sit down.” 
 
    “Never in my life….” Deidra’s ranting voice carried into the room, a quick warning before she barged in. 
 
    “Mother,” Sam sweetened up the word, “thank you so much for bringing my friends. How very thoughtful of you!” She smiled up at a flabbergasted Deidra. “I’m feeling much better already.” 
 
    I turned my face toward Sam, hiding my smirk from Deidra. Sam had masterfully robbed her mother of speech. Priceless. 
 
    “Yes. I’m glad you are feeling better, dear. Still, you need rest. Your friends understood they could only visit with you a few minutes, I’m sure.” The ill-concealed ice in her voice left Deidra’s meaning clear: we would be leaving soon, one way or another. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded at Sam and continued to avoid Deidra’s death glare which she must have been giving me by now. 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” BeeBee added her agreement. 
 
    Deidra retreated back to the living room and likely a large glass of brandy. I closed the door softly after she was gone. “When did she move you?” I asked, settling back into a comfortable position on the bed. 
 
    “Late last night. She whizzed in on her way to a Ladies Society meeting to ask if I’d scheduled lunch yet. Landon was just leaving and I think seeing him there upset her; the next thing I knew, a nurse was giving me pills in a paper cup. She said the pills were for the headache.” Sam’s mouth twisted down. “I woke up here.” 
 
    “You weren’t kidding, Piper. She really was kidnapped by her mother.” 
 
    I nodded at BeeBee. “What was the point though?” I asked aloud. 
 
    Sam pointed to an enormous bouquet of red roses on the dresser. They dripped money and screamed impersonal, a bouquet a florist sold twenty times a day probably. “Two motives: first, so she can be the doting mother sacrificing her time to care for the poor, injured, prodigal daughter; second, to try once more to make me see things her way, including a future with ‘appropriate’ men.” 
 
    I walked to the dresser and read the card on the obnoxious bouquet aloud. DEAREST SAMANTHA, IT WAS A SHOCK TO HEAR ABOUT YOUR ACCIDENT. I HOPE YOU ARE WELL IN TIME FOR DINNER AT THE END OF JULY. GARRETT HOPSINGER. 
 
    “Who is Garrett?” BeeBee wanted to know. 
 
    “Never met him,” Sam rolled her eyes. “Evidently, he’s my date to my father’s mayoral dinner.” 
 
    “The one you had to agree to go to in order for your mother to help get me released from holding in Pierson County?” I knew there couldn’t be any other dinners that Sam would willingly attend, but I checked just the same. 
 
    “That’s right. Along with mandatory, hand-picked date.” Sam sighed and closed her eyes. “I foolishly thought once upon a time that she would stop trying to control my life when I was an adult. Obviously, I was wrong.” 
 
    “She is determined,” I agreed. 
 
    “That’s not the worst part,” Sam looked back up at us. “Landon brought me a beautiful flower arrangement that he got from Flo’s. Look around, do you see it?” 
 
    We both shook our heads in the negative. 
 
    “Mother didn’t bring it. By now, I’m sure it has been tossed in the trash somewhere in the hospital.” 
 
    I bit my lip to contain a smile. It would be inappropriate to smile at my friend’s distress, but I couldn’t help but be happy that something might be developing between her and Landon. It would be interesting to watch. 
 
    “She’s really something, isn’t she?” BeeBee curled her lip in disgust, snapping me out of my own matchmaking fantasy and back to the reality of Deidra’s narcissism. 
 
    After some questions, we learned that Sam was still being seen by a doctor, her mother’s private physician. “He left about an hour ago. He says that I shouldn’t be surprised if the headaches come and go for the next several months. So far, the spots have remained clear from my vision and I finally feel awake and alert again. The doctor said those are both good signs that, even if I experience Post-Concussion Syndrome, it will not be severe for me.” 
 
    I realized that we should be going soon if we wanted to make it to church on time so that I could introduce BeeBee to Pastor Dan. I’d been thinking that she might be able to get a spot at the O Heavenly Day Spa, since the church operated it as part of a relief ministry for abused women, both for rejuvenating treatments or jobs to restore them to a place of independence. 
 
    “You’re taking me with you, right? That is why you came, a jailbreak?” Sam tugged at my arm. 
 
    “I’m going to leave that up to Griff,” I told her. “I don’t think even I could sneak you out of here with Deidra in the house. She’d probably call the cops on me for something if I even tried. Where is your brother anyway?” 
 
    “Don’t know. I haven’t seen him since yesterday before I was moved.” 
 
    “Well, if I see him, then I’ll let him know to come here and get you.” 
 
    “Thanks. Thanks for the flowers, BeeBee.” Sam waved bye as we left the room. I took a direct path to the front door. No need to experience the pleasure of Deidra’s company again if we could help it. 
 
    We left the grounds without incident. On the way out, I promised to have some free goodies waiting for Jerry at the bakery the next time that he came in. He nodded, but he still didn’t look convinced that he wasn’t going to be fired. He kept glancing up the hill at the main house, even while I was speaking to him. 
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    Miracle of all miracles, we arrived at Sandy Shores Evangelical Church with two minutes to spare before the morning service began. I nearly bumped into Griff as we were heading into the foyer. “Hey stranger,” I greeted him. “I tried to call you this morning.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve been on the phone all day trying to find Sam. Mother has taken her to a private care facility or something. I was just asking Pastor Dan’s wife if anybody had mentioned Deidra bringing Sam to the spa for treatments.” 
 
    I brought a hand to Griff’s shoulder. “I found her. Your mother took her home with her and is having doctors visit the house.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yep. BeeBee and I just left there.” 
 
    “How did you…?” Music began playing and I held up a hand, interrupting Griff’s question. 
 
    “I’ll explain later. Sam wants you to come and take her home. Deidra is basically holding her hostage in the guest bedroom.” 
 
    Griff rubbed his forehead. “That is crazy. She didn’t even like to care for us as sick kids. Why would she insist Sam be there now?” 
 
    “She has her own agenda, no doubt. We have to get inside though. The service is starting.” I squeezed his arm and then eased through the doors of the sanctuary with BeeBee behind me. Since the praise and worship had already started, everyone was standing up which made it easier to come in unnoticed. I slipped into a row of chairs at the back and let the music flow over me as I caught my breath from the morning’s events.  
 
    I joined in with the singing, willing my thoughts to clear. Soon, a calm and joy bubbled within me and my smile grew as I sang louder. Though the words were on two different screens up front, BeeBee appeared uncomfortable and watched the crowded room of people. A fleeting thought crossed my mind: I wondered if BeeBee had ever been to church before. 
 
    As the choir returned to their seats and the music time ended, Pastor Dan crossed the platform and stopped behind the pulpit. “Good morning brothers and sisters!” Pastor Dan, though quiet in person, was always excited during his sermon. “What a fine and beautiful day God has given us.” 
 
    “Amen,” chorused several of the front row individuals. 
 
    “Let us rejoice and be glad in this day.” Pastor Dan prayed, quoting part of Psalm 118:24, followed by giving praise to the Creator and remarking on several specific things he was joyful about today. Afterward, he launched right into his sermon on freedom. “With Independence Day right around the corner,” he said at one point, “one should consider the hard-won freedom. But I’m not talking about freedom of religion, freedom of speech, or freedom from other countries. I want to look at what the Bible tells us of the ultimate freedom. Freedom from sin, freedom from chains, freedom from the wrath of God that we cannot win, we cannot earn, we cannot write for ourselves. This freedom is given only through Jesus Christ.” 
 
    The sermon was poignant, there were shouts of agreement and clapping, men and women alike stepping out to pray at the altar. Pastor Dan closed the sermon reminding us the cost of our freedom as believers, reading John 3:16 For God so loved the world, that He gave His only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall be saved. For myself, it was a reminder that I didn’t rejoice in my freedom in Christ as often as it warranted; I didn’t always value it as precious as the price that was paid for it. BeeBee, I noticed, brushed away a stray tear or two. 
 
    After the close of the service, I stayed put with BeeBee in our seats as the rest of the congregation trickled out. Some went alone, some were in families, many others clustered together in groups of friends all moving slowly as one big unit toward the double-door exits on the right and left sides of the back wall. 
 
    Gladys caught sight of us as she was on her way to the exit and scooted in to sit with us. That turned out to be a good thing; I was able to tell her not to bother stopping back by the hospital to see Sam since she was no longer a patient there. 
 
    “Has that woman ever had her brain examined?” Gladys asked about Deidra. 
 
    “No, doctors have been too busy searching for a heart all of these years,” I joked. 
 
    “Where’s Griff?” she asked. 
 
    “Gone to break Sam out of confinement. He left right after closing prayers to go to Deidra’s place and check on Sam.” 
 
    At last, the long line of people leaving dwindled to only two or three. “Would you mind opening up the bakery with Victoria if I’m running late?” I asked Gladys. “I want to introduce BeeBee to Pastor Dan and Nora.” We had been opening the bakery at one on Sundays lately, and quite the after-church crowd had been frequenting it. It was a good compromise; we still got part of the day off, yet the bakery still sold plenty of goodies in the afternoon to make opening worth it. 
 
    “I don’t mind at all,” Gladys gave BeeBee a hug. “You’ll just love Pastor Dan. Everybody does.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Nora and Pastor Dan had insisted we join them for coffee and tea in the pastor’s office. It was snug fitting four of us in the small room, but cozy and full of life. Framed photos decorated the walls, interspersed with crosses and Bible verse plaques; the bookshelves were bulging with volumes stacked every-which-way. “Are you sure we can’t get you anything to eat?” Nora asked for the second time, looking closely at BeeBee.  
 
    BeeBee pulled a chocolate from the candy bowl on the desk. “No thanks, this is fine.” She looked at her hands as she began to unwrap the silver foil from around the treat. “I thought that what you had to say this morning was really interesting, sir.” She glanced at Pastor Dan and ducked her glance again. 
 
    “Thank you, but it isn’t just me saying it. God gives us the promise of freedom and forgiveness in the Bible,” Pastor Dan smiled wide. “Would you like to read some of them?” 
 
    “I guess so, yes.” BeeBee leaned forward in the chair as Pastor Dan opened his thick Bible up and took her through what to me were the familiar passages of the Romans Road, several scriptures in the book of Romans that explained about salvation. As for BeeBee, her eyes widened more with each new verse until I feared she was going to strain them. 
 
    When BeeBee didn’t say anything after they were through, Pastor Dan reached around behind him and pulled a thinner leather book from the shelf. “Here. I’d like you to take this Bible and read some more whenever you want to. Nora or I am always around here somewhere and would be happy to answer any questions.” 
 
    “Okay. Thank you,” BeeBee grasped the Bible tightly and wiggled in her chair, seemingly unable to get comfortable. 
 
    “You know,” I took a sip of iced tea, “I was wondering if there were any openings or perhaps a need for an extra set of hands at the spa?” 
 
    “Oh? Are you looking to get out of the bakery?” Nora asked, eyes wide with a look of surprise. 
 
    “No, not for me. For BeeBee. She worked at a massage establishment,” I ignored BeeBee nearly choking on her candy next to me, and forged on with my idea. “I thought, with as busy as the O Heavenly Day Spa stays, there might be work for her there?” 
 
    “How old are you, BeeBee?” Nora handed her a napkin. “If you don’t mind my asking, of course. You just look so young.” 
 
    “I’m seventeen.” 
 
    Pastor Dan shook his head. “Unfortunately, the policy says we can’t hire anyone for a massage therapist position under the age of eighteen. When is your birthday?” 
 
    BeeBee washed the last of her chocolate down with a drink. “In December,” she answered. 
 
    “If you’ll come to the spa in November and get an application, I’d be happy to go with you when you turn it in.” Pastor Dan smiled, wide and warm. “I have a little pull with the hiring department, you know.” He chuckled. 
 
    “Darling, I don’t want to cut our chat short but you do remember you have to leave for the jail soon, right?” Nora glanced at the bracelet on her arm and I noticed it had a small clock charm on it. 
 
    “We’re sorry for taking up so much of your time,” I stood to leave. 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. It was a pleasure to meet you BeeBee,” Pastor Dan shook her hand. “Don’t forget about that application, and I hope to see you plenty before your birthday. Piper, we’ll be by for some more delicious desserts soon.” 
 
    “Sounds great, Pastor.” I fell into step beside Nora as we spilled out into the hallway. “Nora, did you say Dan has to go to the jail?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s visiting day on Sunday and my dear Dan tries to go at least once a month to see some of the folks who don’t get visitors. He brings some little encouragement and offers free Bibles as well.” 
 
    “I see. Thanks for sharing. Y’all have a wonderful afternoon.” I hugged Nora and Pastor Dan. They stood holding hands in the doorway, waving as we left the church parking lot. 
 
    ~ 
 
    BeeBee went into Flo’s, while I hurried inside the bakery. Gladys had her hands full with the after-church crowd and I took over handing out goodies while she took payments. When we finally hit a lull and everyone was seated, I swiped the screen on my phone and opened my internet browser. A quick search showed me the information I wanted; Pierson County Jail was also open for visitation this afternoon until five pm. 
 
    My phone rang. “Hey,” I answered it. “I was just about to call you.” 
 
    “Hey yourself,” Griff said. “Before I forget, I got a call from Sheriff Kent a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “Did they catch the guy?” I squeezed the phone a little tighter. 
 
    “No. They found a white Mercedes abandoned, flat tire, on a back road not far from where you and Sam were run off the highway.” 
 
    My heart sank. The partial license plate from the Mercedes was the only solid lead the police had. It was beginning to look like the bad guy was going to get away with murder. “Any sign of the dark car that ran us off the road?” I doubted it but had to ask. 
 
    “Nope.” I could hear the frustration in Griff’s voice. “He says with no make, model, or plate number that they have nothing to go on to even look for it.” There was a short pause before Griff tried to change the subject and cheer me up. “I got Sam home, safe and sound.” 
 
    “Good!” I smiled, though he couldn’t see me. “What did it take this time?” 
 
    A low chuckle escaped as Griff answered. “Sam told Mother that if she didn’t let her leave, she would start writing the doctor notes that she was being held hostage.” 
 
    “Good for her.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say you were calling me about something?” Griff asked. “Let me guess, you miss me already?” 
 
    “Ha,” I laugh. “Yes, but I’m calling for a different reason. How would you feel about a little road trip to Pierson County this afternoon?” I explained my plan. Griff grudgingly agreed to pick me up in fifteen minutes. “At least I called you,” I told him. 
 
    “True. Maybe there’s hope for you yet,” he joked. 
 
    I told Gladys the plan while I waited for Griff. 
 
    “Hmm,” she ran a finger across her chin thoughtfully. “It might work.” She grabbed a small plastic to-go container and put a sampling of six different desserts in it. Handing it over to me, she said, “Take these just in case though. More flies with honey and all that – sugar is probably even better than honey.” 
 
    “Thanks, Gladys.” Minutes later, Griff arrived to pick me up as promised. As we drove, panicked thoughts assaulted my mind. Did I really want to do this? Go back into that jail? Sit across from Regina and ask for her help, when not long ago she would have killed me or sold me to other traffickers if given the chance? The thoughts tempted me to abandon my plan. But, deep down, I knew I would regret it if I didn’t at least try. I had to do this. 
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    Griff parked in the visitor lot of Pierson County Jail. I stared out the window at the ugly tan brick building. A shiver coursed through me and I gave an involuntary shudder. I did not want to be here. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” Griff asked. 
 
    “Of course,” I lied. Not one single part of me felt good about this. Still, the determination lingered. 
 
    “We could grab a late lunch instead. Nobody would blame you for not going inside.” 
 
    “It’s fine. Regina might know something and if she does, I want to find out.” I grabbed the door handle. “I’ll be okay, really.” 
 
    “I still think I should go in with you.” Griff frowned, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. 
 
    “And I appreciate that,” I told him. “I think that Regina will be more likely to talk if she doesn’t feel ganged up on though. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    I forced myself to walk up the steps to the jail’s main entrance, not looking back at Griff waiting patiently in the truck lest I give up and run back to him. I cringed as my mind played my time in a holding cell over on a loop; the smells, even in memory, made me nearly gag. When Pastor Dan mentioned visiting at the jail it had spurred this crazy thought in me that Regina might be hurting for visitors. Perhaps she’d had time to think about her actions; maybe she even regretted them. If so, she might know something about the man who kept trying to kill me.  
 
    I noticed there were not many other names listed as I signed in on the visitor’s list. 
 
    “License or other valid ID?” the officer behind the desk held out a hand expectantly. 
 
    “Here you go.” I fished my driver’s license out of my purse and handed it to him. I was grateful Sheriff Kent had called in to get me added to the Approved Visitor Roster while Griff and I were on the way over. 
 
    “Have a seat in the waiting area,” the officer instructed, returning my license. “You’ll need to leave your purse in a locker. Here’s a list of items allowed in the visitation room.” 
 
    I took the slip of paper; it didn’t need to be large because the list it contained was minimal: ID, glasses (medical), change or dollar bills. So much for bribing her with cookies, I thought. Griff and I would just have to eat those on the way home. I placed my purse in a locker and took the key from the door. It would be stupid for someone to steal inside of a jail, but I wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    After sitting for about twenty minutes, I saw a stream of people exit a side door. Another officer, a young female, brought up the rear of the line. “Next visitation group,” she called. 
 
    I fell into line with others from the waiting area and we were led to a large open room with several small plastic tables and chairs. Most of the tables were occupied by one inmate. I searched the faces and finally spotted Regina. 
 
    “You.” Regina bit out the word, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Me,” I smiled but faltered at her icy stare. This wasn’t going to be easy; darn, I wish I had those cookies. Might as well cut to the chase. “Listen, I was hoping to get some information from you. If it helps, it might even look good to the D.A. at trial.” 
 
    “I have nothing to say to you.” 
 
    “Just hear me out. It’s not like you have anywhere else to be.” Oops. Maybe not the honeyed approach that Gladys recommended. “Please,” I added. 
 
    Regina stared. 
 
    Right then, here we go. “Did you send someone to kill me?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “There’s a guy that has been following me, and my friends, bugging our vehicles. He tried to shoot me, then tried to have me killed in a car wreck. Did you send him after me?” 
 
    “You come in here, tell me if I talk to you it could help me out, and now you’re trying to get me to confess to conspiracy to murder?” Regina shook her head. “You must be a bigger idiot than I thought, sweetheart. I still can’t believe you were let go after they found you with the murder weapon at that stupid company retreat.” 
 
    I ignored her and kept trying. “He’s Asian, lots of demon tattoos kind of like Asnee; oh, and he said Asnee was his son.” 
 
    Surprise flashed in Regina’s eyes, her brows lifting slightly. Then she quirked her lips up and shrugged. “Don’t know. Never heard of him.” 
 
    “Yes, you have, you recognized that description. I saw it.” 
 
    Regina pursed her lips. 
 
    I pushed on. “You know him. Do you know where he lives or hangs out? Places he might be? He drove a white Mercedes but he ditched it….”  
 
    At the mention of the car, Regina bolted forward in the chair. “What did you say?” I scooted back. She looked like she might strangle me at any moment. I slid my eyes around the room, trying not to turn away from Regina, and was disappointed to see the guard was on the opposite side of the visitation area. Hopefully still close enough to save me if Regina lost it. Gulp. 
 
    “What did you say he was driving?” she demanded. 
 
    “A white Mercedes.” 
 
    The snarl that crossed her face was downright scary. 
 
    “I can’t believe that no good son-of-a…what does he think he’s doing, driving my car? My car! The nerve. And you say he abandoned it?” Her fingernails were all but digging into the table in front of her as she balled them in and out of fists. 
 
    Yes! I did a little cheer on the inside. A hot topic, a pressure point I could use. I couldn’t pass up on this opportunity. “Is that your car? Wow, that sucks. Police have it now. Like I say, first, he tried to kill me in a car wreck and then he ditched your car on some little back road. Too hot to drive, I’m sure.” I tilted my head up at the ceiling for a moment. “You know…” I let the sentence linger. “I think he even left the keys in it.” I mean, I wasn’t sure but he probably did; Regina didn’t have to know that. “I’m surprised it wasn’t stolen before the police took it.” 
 
    Regina was pissed. Boiling over mad. I thought at any minute steam would rise from the tight bun on her head and out both ears, just like on all of those cartoons. Maybe I’d gone a little too far. 
 
    “It seems kind of unfair that he’s out there, joyriding in your car, while you’re stuck in here. He did kill someone, too, yet he gets no punishment. The police don’t even know his name.” 
 
    “Susumu Takumi.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    “His name. Susumu Takumi.” Regina repeated it slowly. 
 
    “Wait. I wasn’t ready.” Gosh, I wish you were allowed to bring a phone or pen and paper in here. “Can you spell that?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Okay, guess I’ll just look it up.” Susumu. Susumu. I tried repeating it in my head. I needed to get out of here and tell someone. “One last thing. Any idea where we might find him?” 
 
    “You’ll tell the police I helped?” She folded her arms across her chest again. 
 
    “I will. I don’t know what they might do, but I will tell them.” 
 
    “And you won’t testify against me?” 
 
    I paused. We really needed this information. I didn’t want to be looking over one shoulder for the rest of my life. I knew I had to do the right thing though; there was no way I wasn’t going to testify, I had already decided that passing out or no passing out I was going to get in that box tomorrow and share Regina’s involvement in the trafficking, the abduction of myself and my friends, and the incriminating voicemail confession. I could lie. I opened my mouth, “No deal. I have to testify. I will be honest and I will answer with any information I know. But I will also tell them you were cooperative if we are able to catch what’s his name.” 
 
    “Susumu,” she rolled her eyes at me like I was an idiot. “Fine. I had to try. I figured you were too much of a goody-two-shoes.” 
 
    Goody-two-shoes…that’s another one I’m going to have to look up. When did people start saying these oddball things anyway? 
 
    Regina spoke again and I shook my thoughts away. Time to listen.  
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    I rapped hard on the truck window and laughed when Griff jerked upright. I caught him sleeping. 
 
    “What’d you do that for?” he asked, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    “Because I can,” I stuck my tongue out at him. 
 
    Griff cranked the truck. “Did you learn anything?” 
 
    “You better believe I did.” I had more information than I expected from Regina. Scary information. 
 
    “Okay. Where to now?” 
 
    “We need to talk to Sheriff Kent. Quickly.” 
 
    I called to let the sheriff know to expect us. During the long drive back to Seashell Bay, I shared what I learned with Griff. By the time we got to the sheriff’s department, I was tired, but I prepared to repeat it all anyway. 
 
    “Shoot!” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Griff and I were halfway up the walkway. 
 
    “I forgot to ask Regina if she knew who might be driving the dark-colored car.” 
 
    “You mean the one that actually ran you off the road after you made her think someone used her car to do it?” He laughed. 
 
    “Listen,” I wagged my finger at him. “I got us a ton of information, did I not?” 
 
    “I’m not judging.” Griff held the glass door open for me. “Ladies first.” 
 
    The secretary escorted us immediately into Sheriff Kent’s private office. 
 
    “Any incidents on your drive?” Sheriff Kent shook both of our hands but directed the question to Griff. 
 
    “Not one.” 
 
    “Good. Good.” We all sat down and the sheriff leaned his elbows on the large desk between us and him. “Tell me Miss Rivers. Did you catch anything on this little fishing expedition of yours?” 
 
    “A whopper,” I told him. “According to Regina, the man who is after me is named Susumu Takumi.” I had looked it up on the drive and found similar first and last names, though for different people. “Susumu is the leader of a small group of Yakuza.” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “Yakuza. Basically, if I understood her correctly, they are Japanese gangsters.” Scary ones, I thought about the articles I had skimmed. 
 
    “What in the world would Japanese gangsters be doing in Alabama?” Sheriff Kent picked up a pencil, twirling it between his fingers. 
 
    “I don’t know. Regina didn’t say where she met them. Honestly, I was lucky she told me as much as she did.” 
 
    “Understood. Go on.”  
 
    As Sheriff Kent nodded for me to continue, I thought back over my conversation with Regina. “She says besides Susumu and Asnee, there were three other men that she knew of. They were brought on board as muscle and transport.” 
 
    “We can assume one of the other three was the man Susumu shot at the construction site,” Griff spoke up. 
 
    I agreed. “Probably. Similar tattoos. The tattoos have symbolism for the gang, though obviously, we can’t go around assuming everyone with tattoos is a bad person. The Yakuza have very specific tattoos with meanings associated, so it is still something to keep an eye out for.” 
 
    The sheriff now used the pencil to jot down notes as I spoke. When he looked up from the notepad, I continued. “Regina gave me two locations where you might find him.” 
 
    “You didn’t want to start with that bit?” Sheriff Kent chastised. “Where at?” His hand hovered over the notepad, waiting. 
 
    “Besuto Auto Repair or Asian Garden Restaurant.” The former was located on the long stretch of highway between Seashell Bay and Lion’s Cove; the latter over in Lion’s Cove. 
 
    “Asian Garden is out of my county,” Sheriff Kent commented what we already knew. “I can take a run at Besuto Auto Repair though.” 
 
    “If he spooks, Regina said Susumu can become a ghost pretty easily.” My warning earned a frown from the sheriff. “I’m not trying to tell you how to do your job. I’m only trying to help and give you all the information I can. I need this guy behind bars so I can sleep at night.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said. “I’ll put an unmarked car on Besuto tonight and tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I smiled, a weight lifting off my shoulders. “Do you think you could get word to Officer Campbell about Asian Garden? He isn’t too fond of me and I doubt he would listen.” 
 
    “I’ll give him a call if we catch this so-called Japanese gangster.” 
 
    “Great.” We shook hands again with the sheriff and he buzzed the secretary to escort us out. Back at the truck, Griff asked what was next on our agenda. 
 
    “Honestly, I really need to get back to the bakery. At the way we’ve been going, the town is going to think that Sam and I sold it to Gladys.” 
 
    “You need to eat something,” Griff frowned. “Besides cookies.” 
 
    I closed my mouth again; he cut me off before I could tell him I would grab something to eat at the bakery. Better step up my game if I’m getting that predictable. Plus, I thought about the new clothes we bought this weekend, he’s probably right. I might need to eat something besides a load of sugar every so often or I’ll be buying bigger size clothes next time. “I will agree to eat whatever you decide, on one condition.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “We order it to-go and you drop me and my food off at the bakery. I’d feel better if you went and checked on Sam.” 
 
    “That’s fine by me.” 
 
    Soon, I was sitting on a stool, crunching happily on asparagus and steak from a little plastic box. “Victoria, do you want some?” I really should have called and asked if they wanted us to pick them up food; since I didn’t, the least I could do was share. 
 
    “No, but thanks anyway. Some fancy chef guy delivered us some sandwiches. They were fancy too, the sandwiches; I think he called them Croque Monsieur.” 
 
    Interesting, Chef Fabio is making deliveries for Gladys. 
 
    I finished up my meal, scarfing down the last large bites of steak in a very unladylike fashion, and tossed the container in the trash. After washing and drying my hands, I gathered an assortment of ingredients. 
 
    “What are you making?” Victoria wanted to know. 
 
    “No idea,” I told her honestly. “I just need to mix something, create, forget about the last few days and let my brain run on auto-pilot for a bit.” 
 
    She nodded. “I get that. It’s kind of like when my Aunt Sophie decides to re-organize her bookstore. She spends days un-shelving, sorting, stacking, and re-shelving books and when I asked why, she told me that it’s like hitting a reset button for her mood or something like that.” 
 
    “Exactly!” I pour melted butter into a bowl. “Your aunt sounds like a smart lady. Wait, she doesn’t own Babbling Books here in town, does she?” 
 
    “Yeah. Have you been in there?” 
 
    I scooped sugar into the butter mixture. “Once or twice. I’ve gotten used to ordering things online, and that includes books, but I remember finding an awesome cookbook section in her store now that you’ve mentioned it.” 
 
    Victoria grinned. “Don’t tell my Aunt Sophie that. Books are her babies.” 
 
    “Noted.” The microwave beeped. I pulled a small bowl of melted chocolate chips out and poured them into the butter-sugar mixture. Next came the batch of dry ingredients. While I incorporated those into my cookie dough, I watched Victoria check the oven timer and bend over to peer inside. “What’s baking?” I asked. 
 
    “Coconut Macaroons.” She paced the kitchen, always coming back to look inside the oven. 
 
    “First time baking them?” I asked. 
 
    She stopped short and spun to face me. “How’d you know? Oh my gosh! Are they burning? Did I mess them up?” 
 
    My head fell back in laughter. “No. I’m sure they are fine. You seem a little nervous, that’s all.” 
 
    “Ah. Okay. I guess I don’t have to look in on them every three seconds for the oven to bake right, huh?” 
 
    “No. Why don’t you make yourself some coffee and relax.” Sam and I had been stocking more decaf ever since coming back from our catering gig to find Victoria zooming around in an espresso-induced frenzy. “It looks like those still have six more minutes; you will wear yourself out. How long did you set the timer?” 
 
    “Eighteen minutes,” she ran her fingers across her forehead. “You’re right. I’ll sit down a minute.” 
 
    “The macaroons will be great. Don’t doubt yourself, remember.” 
 
    While Victoria brewed a small cup of coffee, I looked back at my dough. It was missing something. I wandered into the panty and spun in a slow, slow circle. Just looking. Thinking. Aha! I grabbed the hazelnuts and extra-dark chocolate chips off of a shelf. 
 
    Victoria sat on a stool, her knee bouncing rapidly. I talked about my cookie dough to distract her. Her knee stopped bouncing. She listened, asked questions, and sipped her coffee. Then the oven timer buzzed. The poor girl jolted up like she’d been electrocuted. Her coffee overturned, dark liquid fingering out in every direction. 
 
    I took pity on her as she froze, her gaze darting between the mess and the oven. “I’ve got the spill. You get your macaroons.”  
 
    Delicious coconut smells enveloped the room as Victoria opened the oven door wide.  
 
    I soaked coffee up into a dish rag and tossed it in a bin of other dirty ones. I’d need to take those home to wash tonight; it was yet another thing that I had neglected, being so focused on the trial and distracted by the attempts on my life. Good excuses, yes, but guilt gnawed at my insides. The Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery was my dream; I loved our business and it deserved proper care. I intended to do better from now on. 
 
    Gladys poked her head through the swinging door. “What’s Sam’s favorite Fourth of July cookie?” 
 
    “Red, White, and Blueberry Truffles,” I said automatically. “Why?” It was too late. The swinging door swung slowly to a stop. Gladys had popped out before I could ask the question. 
 
    “Odd,” I murmured to myself. Pulling my phone from my apron pocket, I checked for messages. Nothing from Griff or Sam. “I wonder what that was all about.” 
 
    “Earth to Piper.” 
 
    “Sorry, what?” 
 
    Victoria waved me over to the counter. “Do these Coconut Macaroons look right to you?” 
 
    “They look perfect.” I leaned closer, noticing that besides the tray of perfectly toasted coconut confections were four grayish-black blobs.  I pointed to them. “Except these. These look strange.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. I used food coloring on those to see if we could include them for the Fourth of July goodies menu.” 
 
    “Gotcha. Well, I think you should use a little less food coloring, maybe only one drop, and they should brighten up.” 
 
    Victoria rubbed her hands together. “So. Are you going to taste one with me?” 
 
    “Absolutely!” I put my hand on her wrist as she reached for the tray. “Um, but maybe not the black ones. Just a regular macaroon for me please.” 
 
    “Yeah, they do look kind of terrible, don’t they?” 
 
    “Completely.” I laughed, then bit into my macaroon. Whimpered. “This is excellent. Moist, amazingly tender, slightly crunchy on the coconut covering the outside.” I swallowed the remaining half and licked my thumb and finger of the sweet goodness. “Victoria, did I mention you are hired forever…whenever you want to work here.” 
 
    She threw her arms around me. “Thank you. Thank you for giving Millie and I a shot at working here, and for keeping us longer than that first weekend. I’ve had so much fun and now I know more than ever that I want to apply to the Culinary Institute of America. I wasn’t sure I would be good enough, but you make me feel like I can do anything. You’ve taught me so much and I want to learn everything. I want to learn styles from different countries, I want to learn about rare ingredients, all of it.” 
 
    I watched the excitement light up her entire face. Joy coursed through me. I had wanted to encourage Victoria. I had worked to increase her confidence. But to see her passion and her plans bubbling out of her, to hear her say that I helped inspire her to go for her dreams, that made me incredibly happy, proud, and honored all at the same time. To make a difference in someone’s life, there isn’t anything like that feeling. 
 
    My cookies baked quickly. They were ooey gooey goodness for sure! “What should we call these?” I asked Victoria as I handed her a warm cookie to try. 
 
    “Let’s see.” She chewed thoughtfully. “Chocolate with more chocolate and nuts. Maybe something like Chocolate Doubles? Double Downs?” 
 
    I snapped my fingers. “How about Double Deluxe Cookies?” 
 
    “That’s good. Yeah, let’s call them that. Great job, can I have another one?” Victoria held out one hand while using the other to shovel in the rest of her cookie. A girl after my own heart. 
 
    Victoria volunteered to load the dishwasher so that I could go up front to stock the display case and talk to Gladys. 
 
    “Have you heard from anyone next door today?” I thumbed in the direction of Flo’s Flowers as I bent over to unload cookies onto the shelves. 
 
    “Not a peep, though that isn’t surprising.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “With the number of flower and cookie promo coupons I’ve seen today, Flo probably hasn’t stopped moving all day long. The girls, too.” Gladys fanned a small stack of redeemed coupons in front of my face. 
 
    “Those are all from today?” I held the stack, flicking through. There had to be more than thirty. 
 
    “Every last one,” she started to stick them back in the register. 
 
    “Good grief! Here let me keep those. I need to take those home with me and figure out a schedule for baking all of the requested Fourth of July specials.” I didn’t know if I should be excited or overwhelmed; the promotion idea taking off so well surprised me. I considered the short amount of time before the big day. Five. In five days, it would be Independence Day. Yikes! 
 
    “There’s Millie now.” Gladys nudged me and pointed to the door. 
 
    The bell jingled as the girl sped inside. 
 
    “Piper! I’m glad you’re here.” Millie hugged Gladys and me on either side of her. “You have got to call Sam. Right now!” 
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    I grabbed Millie by the forearms. “What happened? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing is wrong. Everything is excellent.” 
 
    “Then why the urgency?” 
 
    Millie bounced up and down on her toes. “We need to tell her to make an appointment at the salon, fast. Over 150 orders have been placed for Independence Day Arrangements!” She squealed. 
 
    Gladys shifted, looking between Millie and me. “I don’t understand what that has to do with Sam getting her nails done.” 
 
    “Not her nails,” I said. “Her hair. Sam made a deal that if over 150 orders were placed during the Fourth of July Sale, she would dye her hair ‘patriotic’ before the parade.” 
 
    “Patriotic?” 
 
    “Mm-hmm. That’s what she said.” 
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for? Get Sam on the phone.” Gladys circled her hands at me, hurrying me along. 
 
    I pulled my phone from the apron pocket. “Hey,” I decided to call Griff first. 
 
    “Hey, yourself. Is everything okay?” 
 
    It crossed my mind that we all really had to find some new, safer hobbies if we each thought something might be wrong at all times. “Yep. Everything is excellent,” I borrowed Millie’s words. “I was calling to talk to Sam actually, but I wanted to check with you first and see how she’s been doing.” 
 
    Griff let out a sigh and I could practically see him rubbing tired eyes. “She’s been struggling with the headaches more this afternoon. Too much going on, I think. I can go check, but I would guess she’s resting. She turned all the lights off and put half the pillows from her bed on the couch. When I left to come outside earlier, she was curled up and half asleep already.” 
 
    I heard the scrape of chair legs. “Griff, just peek inside. Please, don’t wake her if she is asleep. It can wait until tomorrow.” 
 
    He mumbled agreement and I waited for a few moments in the quiet. Then his voice came back on the line. “Yeah, she’s out like a light.” 
 
    “Good. Maybe she’ll feel better tomorrow. Listen, BeeBee and I are going to my apartment tonight.” 
 
    “I don’t….” 
 
    “No, no arguing. Sam needs rest. You need to keep an eye on her way more than on me.” 
 
    Griff snorted. “Not sure about that.” 
 
    “We will be okay. The cops are staking out Susumu’s hangouts. Court will be over tomorrow. I’ll even let you pick me up and drive me to the trial if Sam is still doing fine in the morning.” I smiled, imagining Griff rubbing the back of his neck and trying to think of a way to convince me to stay at Sam’s place again. 
 
    “Lock your doors,” Griff put his serious voice on, obviously deciding to save the arguments for a bigger issue. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Call me if you need me.” 
 
    “I promise.” It was funny how he’d gone from my best friend’s brother to super-protective boyfriend and we’d only had one official date. It was also funny that I didn’t mind a bit. 
 
    Millie, though disappointed we couldn’t tell Sam the good news right away, was happy to hear she was home and doing okay. She promised to let Flo and BeeBee know. “We will just pray those headaches will disappear soon,” she said with a sharp nod and a bob of her long ponytail before spinning and marching back out the front door. 
 
    “Speaking of Sam,” I turned back to Gladys. “Why did you need to know her favorite cookie flavor?” 
 
    “Not a favorite cookie, favorite Fourth of July cookie,” Gladys corrected me. 
 
    “Right. What was that all about?” I asked, but Gladys only shrugged. I caught her smiling as she turned away. “Tell me, c’mon. You know you want to.” 
 
    “If you insist.” Gladys waggled her eyebrows. “Guess who ordered cookies for our Samantha?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Landon!” Gladys shouted, causing several customers to look up from their tables. She kept going, not paying them any attention. “Landon ordered two dozen of those truffles you said Sam likes. With a discount coupon. That means he bought her flowers, too!” 
 
    “He did. Buy flowers I mean; I saw them when Sam was at the hospital but her mother left them behind when she took Sam from there.” 
 
    “That horrid woman. Why doesn’t Sam just disown her or something?” Gladys went back to the cash register mumbling to herself. 
 
    “Sam isn’t the only person who got a delivery from what I hear,” I sidled up next to Gladys and spoke quietly. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Who? Who?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “What?” Confusion settled over her features. 
 
    “That’s right. I know about your fancy lunch delivery.” I teased, smirking as Gladys’s mouth rounded into an O. “So. When do we get to meet Mr. Fancy Chef again?” 
 
    Saved by a customer, Gladys turned and smiled sweetly at a young couple holding hands. “What can we get for you two today?” she asked them. 
 
    Closing time came not too much later. I had given up teasing Gladys; it would be more fun another time when Sam would be there to help. I sent a text to Flo asking if they were finishing up for the evening and told her to bring the crew into the kitchen for a snack before we all went home. 
 
    Five minutes later, we all gathered in the large kitchen which felt smaller with six people in it. 
 
    “What are we taste-testing tonight?” Millie asked. 
 
    I uncovered the two platters of ooey gooey goodness in the center of the island and everyone moved in a bit closer. 
 
    I tilted one tray up to show. “Double Deluxe Cookies.” 
 
    “And,” Victoria did the honors on her tray of tiny desserts, flourishing a hand around them. “Mini Cherry-Limeade Pies.” 
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    I flipped on the light in the hall as BeeBee and I entered my apartment. I grabbed the fanny pack off the side table when I put my keys down, intending to take it to my room. This time I made it to the living room before tossing it on the coffee table. 
 
    Both desserts had been a success, though Flo wasn’t fond of the fizzing candy in the Mini Cherry-Limeade Pies. I smiled, thinking of everyone’s face when the candy registered on their tongues, their brains taking a minute to catch up. Victoria had asked me if it was okay to keep the ingredients secret and see what the reactions were; that was the perfect thing about using your friends as guinea pigs – they never stayed mad forever – so I told her I was perfectly fine with that plan. 
 
    “Thanks for letting me stay, Piper.” BeeBee plopped her bag on the floor by the couch. “You have a cute apartment.” She followed me into the kitchen. “Maybe I can get one like it after I’ve been working a little bit.” 
 
    “Maybe so. But don’t worry about that right now. Sam and I are happy to have you until you get on your feet. I’m sorry that I don’t have a spare room for you, but the couch is pretty comfy.” 
 
    “It’s cool.” 
 
    “Help yourself to anything in the kitchen or fridge,” I opened the refrigerator and stared at the mostly bare shelves. “Not that you have a lot of options. Looks like I have water and some about to expire milk.” 
 
    BeeBee laughed. “I’m good, but thanks. Do you mind if I use your shower? I feel like I have plant juice all over me from my lessons with Flo and Millie on cutting and arranging the flowers.” 
 
    “Go right ahead.” I led BeeBee through my bedroom, clean thankfully, to the bathroom. “Use my shampoo, soap, all of it. There are towels and wash rags in this cabinet.” I opened the door below the sink. 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    I pulled some extra blankets from my closet and took them to the living room. I didn’t know how warm or cool BeeBee liked to sleep at night, but I hoped she would be comfortable. I relaxed onto the couch and picked up the remote, figuring I would flip channels while I waited for her to get out of the shower. 
 
    My eyelids grew heavy and I stretched, settling down further into the couch until I was lying on my side. Headlights flickered through the closed curtains of the living room window, the one that faced the parking lot. I smiled as I remembered Griff spending the entire night sitting outside watching over me. My eyes drifted shut again. 
 
    Seconds later, or what felt like seconds, loud bursts of noise startled me wide awake. Automatically, I clutched at the remote driving the volume button down as far as it would go. The noise came again, and this time I flopped to the floor as bullets whizzed through my living room window. Glass in a picture frame on the wall shattered and crashed to the couch, bouncing off to land near my leg. BeeBee! Must find BeeBee! My brain screamed at me. I wanted nothing more than to cover my ears and hide behind something. The noise assaulted my ears. I crawled across the floor, sliding on my stomach, not daring to lift my head more than an inch. If BeeBee were in the shower, she might not hear the shooting. If she was out of the shower, she might come rushing right into the line of fire. My cell phone peeked out at me from beneath the coffee table where I dropped it when I dozed off. I slid it to me. Opened my contacts. Kept crawling. Dialed. Crawled. 
 
    “911 speaking. What is your emergency?” 
 
    “Shooting. Someone is shooting at me. 102 West Haven Apartments, Camden Drive. Hurry.” I kept the line open, but nothing the woman on the other end said penetrated the pounding of my blood in my ears. And sirens. I heard sirens. That must be the fastest response time in recorded history. Still, I kept crawling. Once I reached the hall, I came to my feet and ran, bent as low as humanly possible, until I reached my bedroom. BeeBee reached the doorway at the same moment. She stumbled over me and we crashed to the floor. Everything went quiet. 
 
    “What in the world is going on?” BeeBee asked, fingernails digging into my arms. “I heard so much noise.” 
 
    “Shooting. Are you hurt?” I looked over her as we struggled upright and leaned against the wall. Her caramel hair dripped puddles onto the floor. Her pajamas were damp. She must have just gotten out of the shower, I surmised. 
 
    “No. Who is shooting? Shooting here? Are you okay?” 
 
    Down the hall, my front door began to rattle. I huddled closer to BeeBee, trying to shield her behind me. Two rapid bangs, the door shuddered. I towed BeeBee back into my bedroom and closed the door. Wood splintered and another crash sounded from the hall. 
 
    Footsteps banged out a steady beat on the floor. 
 
    Someone was in my home. 
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    “Piper?” 
 
    I let out a breath and slumped against the door in relief. 
 
    “Piper? BeeBee?” the voice called again. 
 
    Opening the bedroom door, BeeBee and I stepped cautiously into the hall. Landon stood beside a uniformed police officer, the two of them barely fitting side-by-side in my tiny entry. 
 
    “We’re okay,” my voice shook. 
 
    “Ma’am, paramedics are almost here. They’ll want to look you both over, just in case.” The officer leaned through the kitchen doorway then gestured inside. “Why don’t you come sit down in here and I’ll get your statements wrapped up.” 
 
    I tiptoed through the mess that was my home. Sheetrock dust and shards of glass littered the living room floor, and I stumbled as I walked past the doorway. Bullet holes in the walls made me dizzy. I swayed. My breath came in jerky gasps. 
 
    “Come sit. Come on.” Landon led me slowly to the kitchen table, BeeBee just behind us. Someone put a glass of water in front of me and I gulped it down, pressing the cool cup to my forehead a moment after. “The shooters?” I asked, sitting the glass down. 
 
    Landon and the police officer exchanged a look. I gripped the edge of the table, fearing the worst. “They got away?” I hated the fear, the desperation in my voice. 
 
    “They’re dead,” the officer said bluntly. 
 
    BeeBee leaned back and rubbed a hand across her forehead, her posture moving from tense to relaxed. 
 
    “Do you, do you have an identity yet?” I crossed my fingers under the table that it would be Susumu, that this nightmare would be over. 
 
    “My partner is working the scene now. I came to make sure there were no…that nobody was hurt.” He patted me awkwardly on the shoulder. “I’m going to leave you here with this young man until the paramedics arrive.”  
 
    Long strides carried him quickly from my kitchen. I listened for the door, then remembered it would have to be replaced. “Looks like we’ll be house-crashing on Sam after all.” 
 
    BeeBee smiled. “Yep. It would seem so.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand how the police arrived so quickly. And you,” I turned to Landon. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    We were interrupted by the arrival of two paramedics. Landon explained, while BeeBee and I had our vitals checked and answered questions, that Griff had sent him to keep watch for the night. 
 
    “Of course, he did.” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    The paramedics determined we were fine, warning that shock might begin to settle in later. They told us to watch for the signs such as rapid breathing, erratic pulse, cool skin, dizziness and so on. With nothing more to do, they left. 
 
    “Yeah,” Landon pulled out a chair and sat down once they were gone. “He said the sheriff would be busy keeping an eye on that auto shop place. Wanted to know somebody was keeping an eye on you, but he felt it best not to leave Sam completely alone for a few more days.” He rapped his knuckles on the table. “He’s going to kill me when I tell him I fell asleep for a few minutes though. Dozed right off, otherwise, maybe I would have realized the shooters were watching your apartment.” 
 
    “How could you have known?” BeeBee frowned. 
 
    “I never saw them pull up, so, when I woke, I assumed that car parked under your window was empty; just another resident. All the lights were off. When the headlights came on, I thought it strange that I hadn’t seen anybody approach the car, then suddenly guns appeared out the window and they started shooting your place. I dialed the police right away and they told me not to get involved.” 
 
    I placed a hand on my chest, imagining how scary the scene in the parking lot must have been. Knowing we were inside. “I’m glad you didn’t try to stop them; they could have shot you.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t exactly sit and do nothing like I was told.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” BeeBee asked. 
 
    I leaned forward. “Did you do something dangerous?” 
 
    “I stayed out of sight, don’t worry.” He crossed his arms, braced for an argument. “I couldn’t very well let them shoot up your apartment and leave though. I may have put my car in neutral and pushed it in the general direction of the rear of theirs.” Landon’s lips twitched. 
 
    “You blocked them in?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I wasn’t in my car, I made sure it would roll up behind them and then I hid behind another vehicle until the cops came. The idiots could have gotten out of their car and run, but instead, they just kept trying to back up.” His brows creased. “Though I probably should have told dispatch my plan because for a minute, I thought that cop was going to shoot me when I stepped out of hiding.” 
 
    “I thought so, too.” A deep voice rumbled from the doorway. 
 
    My head whipped around and then up. And up. How did a giant of a man like that appear without so much as a peep? Considering the fact that he had to duck half an inch to come through my doorway, I estimated the police officer to be pushing seven and a half feet tall. He must have been the partner, now finished working the scene downstairs. 
 
    “Thank for not shooting our friend,” BeeBee said when the quiet had moved to the awkward stage. 
 
    “Which of you is Miss Rivers?” The officer didn’t acknowledge the comment. His face sported a mask of professionalism; still, I couldn’t help but think he appeared uncomfortable crammed in my tiny kitchen. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I need you to come with me, ma’am.” 
 
    BeeBee’s eyes widened in fear. I forget, with her previously lifestyle there’s no telling what her experience with cops has been like. I smiled and squeezed her hand, offering reassurance that I’ll be fine. 
 
    Landon began to stand, but the officer waved him back. “This will only take a moment. After we’re done, I’ll escort Miss Rivers right back here.” He glanced at BeeBee then back at Landon. I took it to mean he wanted Landon to stay and make sure BeeBee stayed put because Landon gave a brief nod and settled back into his chair. 
 
    I followed the officer through the broken door of my apartment into the parking lot, trying not to gawk. A hard thing to do when my head barely reached above his elbow. What in the world did his mama feed this man as a child? 
 
    Red and blue lights still swirled, but the sirens were no longer blaring. Two long white sheets lay across the ground. I didn’t have a good feeling about this. “Sir, what is it you needed from me exactly?” 
 
    “Sheriff Kent radioed over after hearing dispatch send us to your place over the radio. He suggested you might be able to identify one of the shooters.” He pointed his long arm toward the ghostly sheets several feet away. 
 
    Identify the perp. The body, he means. I clenched my hands by my side and close my eyes. Counting. Praying. Steeling myself. “Do I…do I have to touch it?” I pointed at the sheet. 
 
    The officer loosened his stance. “No, ma’am. You tell me when you’re ready,” his rumbling voice softened. “I’ll pull the sheet down just enough for you to look at the face and torso and put it right back. Quick as can be, then we’ll get you back to your friends.” 
 
    I jerked my head in a quick nod and walked forward. Even with a few steps head start, the officer passed me and was waiting, giant hands poised on the corner of the cloth. “Okay,” I said. 
 
    With a flick of the wrists, he folded the sheet neatly below the shoulders of the man on the ground. I searched the face. Tried humming in my head to tune out the blood. Glanced at the arms and turned away, shaking my head. “I don’t know him. Haven’t seen him before.” The man had no tattoos on his neck and only a large tiger visible on one of his sleeveless shoulders. 
 
    The gentle giant next to me moved on, hands at the ready on the second sheet. “Best to get it over with,” he told me. “Ready?” 
 
    I rub my hands across my face, blow out a breath and agree. “Let’s do it.” The sheet whipped back and I hugged my arms across myself. It was him. Susumu, intricate tattoos dancing across his body, lay motionless. His tan face looked paler, empty; his body just a shell. I stepped away. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “That is the man who has been trying to kill me. His name is Susumu Takumi. At least,” I added wryly, “to the best of my knowledge. He didn’t seem interested in introductions the first time that I saw him.”  
 
    “Thank you, Miss Rivers. That is all we need.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    Ages later, or a scant forty-five minutes if the clock on the stove was to be believed, I hauled the strap of my duffle bag over my shoulder and looked around my home. The anger had come and gone, maybe not completely gone, but with Susumu dead, there wasn’t anyone for me to take it out on anyway. The shock would probably surface later.  
 
    For now, well, for now, it seemed unbelievable that anyone could purposefully inflict this kind of damage. I sifted through my emotions, pushing aside the worry about what the cleanup would entail, banishing the little part of me that wanted to throw a party because Susumu had been killed by the police, and chose to embrace gratitude that once again God had protected me, protected BeeBee, and had given me good friends to help me through this insanity. 
 
    I joined BeeBee and Landon on the front stoop. “I’m ready to go.” 
 
    “What about the door?” BeeBee asked. 
 
    I pointed to the cruiser pulling into the parking lot. “Sheriff Kent reassigned the deputy watching Besuto Auto Repair to sit here for the night and make sure nobody breaks in. I think he brought some boards or something to temporarily seal the place up. The rest, I’ll deal with tomorrow.” Fighting exhaustion as the adrenaline drained from my system, I trudged toward my truck. The plan was to drop Landon off at a hotel near Sam and Griff’s place since his car was out of commission. 
 
    “You have court tomorrow.” 
 
    I sighed at the reminder. “Then I’ll deal with it on Tuesday. Right now, I don’t want to look at any of it any longer.” 
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     “Why did you wait until morning to tell me all of this?” Sam’s outraged expression made me cringe. 
 
    “I know, I know. Best friends are supposed to wake up infinitely concussed best friends and render them sleepless by explaining all the scary details of another near-death experience so that nobody in the house gets any rest.” I let the sarcasm linger in the air, pursing my lips. It really wasn’t right to have to start Monday off by getting scolded. 
 
    “Yes. Exactly.” Sam crossed her arms. “Where do you think the saying ‘misery loves company’ came from anyway? Probably some set of friends who constantly kept the other worried and tired by telling each other all of their problems. Just like friends are supposed to do.” 
 
    “I’m not going to argue with you.” 
 
    “Because you know I’m right.” 
 
    “Because I have to get dressed for court.” 
 
    “I already picked out some clothes for you,” Sam said like I shouldn’t be worrying over something so silly. “They’re over there on the couch.” 
 
    My phone beeped. I looked down at it and then narrowed my eyes at Sam. “Did you tell Gladys?” 
 
    “BeeBee, do you want some more coffee?” Sam focused everywhere but on me at that moment. 
 
    “Do you know what you’ve done?” I asked. “Gladys is texting me a whole new list of things she thinks we need as supplies.” 
 
    Sam concentrated on stirring cream into BeeBee’s coffee cup, half a teaspoon at a time. 
 
    Exasperated, I threw my hands in the air and walked over to the couch, grabbing my clothes. “I’m leaving,” I said less than ten minutes later. My hair was in its usual messy bun and I opted out of makeup. If I were going to testify, I would be comfortable in my own skin doing it. Thankfully, Sam had been considerate of the day ahead of me and picked out professional but oh-so-comfy slacks and a loose peasant top blouse. If there were a breeze in the courtroom, I would feel it. Besides, I’d been almost buried alive, shot at, and exposed to more dead bodies than I ever cared to see again. Let me talk in front of some people – piece of cake. Mmm cake. 
 
    “Cake.” 
 
    “What?” Sam raised an eyebrow at me. Even BeeBee tilted her head in confusion. 
 
    “When court is over, or I’m dismissed, whatever the process is, I want cake. A really, really big chocolate cake with peanut butter frosting.” I licked my lips and grinned. 
 
    “You’re so weird,” Sam winked. 
 
    “OMG!” BeeBee exclaimed. 
 
    I chuckled, seeing that Victoria and Millie were rubbing off on her already. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We forgot to tell Sam about the really good news!” 
 
    Sam groaned. “More news?” She clasped her head in her hands. “I’m not sure I can take any more news from you two.” 
 
    “You’ll like this,” I promised. “Go ahead, tell her.” I nodded at BeeBee. 
 
    “Flo sold over 150 orders thanks to the Fourth of July promotional. Millie says that means you have to do your hair patriotic!” BeeBee did a little dance in her chair. “So. What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m going to call my stylist that’s what.” Sam grinned and grabbed her phone, heading to her room. “Crank the truck,” she called over her shoulder. “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    We met Landon at his hotel before we left Seashell Bay; he had offered to escort BeeBee for a taxi ride to get her to work at Flo’s on time. 
 
    ~ 
 
    “All rise.” I stood along with the others present in the courtroom as the judge entered. 
 
    Sam had refused to give us any details on her upcoming hair makeover on the ride to court. If possible, it looked like more people were in the courtroom today than there were last week. 
 
    I waved a little paper fan in front of my face, making small motions, trying not to be noticed.  
 
    Sam leaned toward me and whispered, “Victoria is making your cake.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, sitting back down as the judge told the room we could be seated. 
 
    “But if you pass out, I get to eat the whole thing and you can’t have any.” She leaned back in her seat with a cocky smirk. 
 
    I all but growled at her. Growling in court though, they might lock me up for insanity instead of obstruction. The back door opened and Sheriff Kent entered. I watched him have a word with Officer Campbell, who scowled but nodded at whatever Sheriff Kent had to say. 
 
    Catching my gaze, the sheriff gave a slight nod before settling into a seat in the back of the room. I refocused my attention to the front of the court. All witnesses were ordered out of the room, same as last time. I found a place on the bench in the hallway closest to the door. The first person called to testify was Alice, the woman in charge of the cleaning crew at The Cove’s Cabins. 
 
    When Alice came back, she was being escorted by a uniformed officer and they stepped into a smaller room down the hall. I didn’t have time to wonder about Alice’s fate; they called my name next. 
 
    Slow breaths, in and out. I coached myself all the way down the aisle and into the witness box. I took a seat, pleased to see that my hands were still. No shaking. 
 
    “Please stand and state your name for the record.” Judge Rickson looked down at me. 
 
    “My name is Piper Rivers.” 
 
    “Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?” 
 
    “I so swear.” 
 
    “You may be seated.” 
 
    I sat again. So far, so good. Just remember Piper: cake. Okay, I’m not really that terrible of a person. I came to testify for justice, not for cake. Cake just happened to be a tangible bonus awaiting me. 
 
    The prosecutor came forward, I think his name was Thomas but I couldn’t recall if that was a first or last name, and addressed the jury. I listened with one ear, not really concerned with them but with my own breathing. I didn’t feel dizzy; a good sign if ever there was one. The speech to the jury included a list of all the things the prosecution intended to prove against Regina Wilson today. Murder, abduction, and trafficking in people appeared to be the biggest ones. But who’s counting? 
 
    “Miss Rivers,’ Thomas rounded on me. “I understand you were abducted and held captive against your will by Regina Wilson?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “When did this occur?” 
 
    “Last weekend, the 23rd of June, when I was trying to find my friends Landon and Griff.” 
 
    “And did you find these two friends?” Thomas pressed. 
 
    “I did. Regina had them tied up in a room at the Thai Massage Parlor in Lion’s Cove.” Focus on Thomas. He’s just one person. Ignore the others in the room. I can do this. I am doing this. Elation bubbled up in me as I realized my nervousness had vanished. I didn’t feel ill or worried. I intended to tell my whole story and find peace from this nightmare. Regina would get whatever the court determined. 
 
    Thomas spoke again and I listened more closely. “I believe you presented evidence to Officer Campbell with a confession by Regina Wilson?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. A voicemail on my phone. I emailed the file to Officer Campbell, but it went missing.” 
 
    “Do you still have the voicemail.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Is it present in this court.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Your honor,” Thomas tilted his face up to the judge. “I move that the cell phone of Piper Rivers and voicemail within be accepted as evidence, exhibit A.” 
 
    “Motion accepted.” Judge Rickson tapped his gavel on a round wooden plate. 
 
    Thomas held out his hand and I turned over my cell phone into his waiting palm. 
 
    “Your honor, I would like to play this voicemail evidence for the jury to hear.” 
 
    “You may.” Judge Rickson inclined his head. 
 
    Thomas stepped over to the witness box and twisted the long microphone to the side, away from me. Handing the phone back, he asked that I access my voicemail for him. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” he addressed the room while I fiddled with the buttons entering my code. “What you are about to hear is an admission of guilt from Regina Wilson herself. Please listen carefully.” Thomas took the phone back from me and pressed play, holding the speaker close to the microphone. 
 
    Old message the phone chirped. Then the voicemail played, loudly and condemningly: 
 
    “Hello,” Regina’s voice spoke. “I just knew you would call. Listen carefully.” 
 
    “Who is this?” my voice snapped. 
 
    A muffled sound.  
 
    “Regina, where is Griff? And Alice?” 
 
    “I’ll ask the questions here,” Regina barked over the phone. “What did Alice tell you?” 
 
    “Nothing. We never got to speak with her. Did you set the cabin fire?” 
 
    “Aren’t you a smart little cookie; if you keep your mouth shut, then nobody has to get hurt.” 
 
    My voice again, angry. “Nobody else, you mean? Last time that I checked, two people are dead.” 
 
    “And isn’t that unfortunate. Unless you want it to be your boyfriends here, you’ll do as I say.” 
 
     “What do you want, Regina?” my voice held a small tremble. 
 
    “I want you to go bake your crummy desserts tonight and act normal. Don’t go poking your nose where it doesn’t belong. Tomorrow, I’ll send instructions where you can find your friends and that idiot cleaning woman with the big mouth.” The voicemail ended. Regina had hung up on me that day. 
 
      
 
    Silence hung thick in the air. Thomas took his time closing the phone and placing it before the judge, letting the conversation sink in for everyone present. If there had been crickets chirping, we would have heard them loud and clear. 
 
    The defense asked for a recess. I was led to wait in a separate area with the other witnesses. My stomach growled. Glancing at my watch, I saw that it was getting close to eleven. Maybe I should have grabbed more than a donut for breakfast. 
 
    Half an hour passed before the bailiff returned to collect us. We filed into the courtroom and took seats on the benches. I squeezed back into the row with Sam. Griff had arrived late at some point; I noticed him sitting by Sheriff Kent in the back. 
 
    “All rise.” 
 
    We stood as Judge Rickson entered from his chambers. I looked around. All of the witnesses were present. That must mean there would be no more testimony today. I wondered if the defense had demanded another recess. 
 
    “Court is in session.” Judge Rickson tapped his gavel once. “You may be seated.” 
 
    “Your honor, permission to approach the bench.” 
 
    “Counsel may approach,” the judge agreed, nodding to the defense attorney. 
 
    I found myself leaning forward, as if I might catch snippets of the private conversation, and forced myself to sit back. Being able to hear anything from here was impossible, anyway. After a few moments, the judge nodded and the defense attorney returned to sit beside Regina. 
 
    “Regina Wilson, it is the court’s understanding that you wish to enter a plea of guilty. Is this correct?” 
 
    “Yes, your honor.” 
 
    “Do you understand that by entering a plea of guilty, you waive your rights to file any further motions and your right to appeal?” 
 
    “I do, your honor.” 
 
    “Does the prosecution understand and agree with the nature of this plea agreement?” The judge looked at Thomas. 
 
    Thomas stood. “The prosecution agrees, your honor.” With a nod to the judge and the defense attorney, he sat back down, folding his hands in his lap. 
 
    I looked at Sam, a silent question. She shrugged, not sure what was going on either. 
 
    Judge Rickson picked up his gavel. “Let the record show that on this date, Regina Wilson enters a plea of guilty to one count of first-degree murder, one count of second-degree murder, five counts of kidnapping, and conspiracy to traffic in persons. Regina Wilson, per the plea agreement made today, you are hereby sentenced to three consecutive life sentences, without the chance of parole.” The gavel banged and Judge Rickson swept regally off the stand, robe flowing, and returned to his chambers. 
 
    A buzz of conversation erupted all around. I sat, stunned. It was over. 
 
    Making our way out of the crowded courtroom took a while. When at last we reached the lobby, Sam, and I were able to catch up to Griff and Sheriff Kent. 
 
    Griff wrapped me in a giant hug, planting a kiss on my cheek. “You did great,” he squeezed me tighter. 
 
    “You really did,” Sam agreed. 
 
    “Thanks. Does that mean I get cake?” 
 
    BeeBee doubled over laughing as Sam rolled her eyes. “Yes, you get a cake.” 
 
    “Good. I’m starving.” I smiled, then grew serious. “What happened though? I thought several more witnesses had to testify and the jury would come to a verdict. Why did Regina plea?” 
 
    “You really don’t know?” Sheriff Kent cocked his head. 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “That voicemail you saved had Regina dead to rights admitting to two murders. Add that to the list of other charges and she was easily facing the death penalty, which her defense attorney was smart enough to recognize when he heard the recording.” Sheriff Kent rocked on his heels. “They cut a deal with the prosecution right after to have the death penalty taken off the table if she confessed. I don’t know for a fact, but if I were the prosecutor, I would have also insisted on names or other evidence for the trafficking charges.” 
 
    Understanding, I nodded. “So. Regina will live the rest of her life in federal prison, but she’ll live.” The sheriff nodded. “What about Susumu and talking to Campbell about her being helpful?” 
 
    “I told him about that case, but technically none of Regina’s information resulted in the apprehension of the criminal. He wasn’t found at either of the location’s that she gave up.” 
 
    “Makes sense. One other thing confused me. Why didn’t Alice ever come back after she gave testimony?” 
 
    Able to answer that one, Sam spoke first. “Alice admitted to knowingly engaging in labor trafficking. Regina supplied her with women for the cleaning crew and Alice barely paid them. Regina threatened to put them back into massage parlors if Alice was ever unhappy with their service.” 
 
    “How awful!” I would never understand treating people as if they were a commodity instead of a human being. 
 
    “I’ve got to get back to my own county now,” the sheriff shook Griff’s hand and waved bye to the rest of us. 
 
    Griff took his leave as well. “I’ve got a few buildings to see to today,” he told us. “I’ll check in later.” 
 
    “How are you feeling, Piper?” Sam asked me quietly as we walked across the parking lot to my truck.  
 
    I considered the question. I knew Sam was asking physically; she was glad I hadn’t passed out but still concerned. The truth was, I felt fine. About all of it. “I feel good,” I said honestly. “I did a good thing today, and a woman who hurt countless people will never be free to do so again. I faced a fear of mine and overcame it. We don’t have to worry about Susumu popping out of the woodwork to attack anymore. It’s like the sun came out after a rainy afternoon.” 
 
    “Plus, there is about to be cake.” 
 
    I grinned and hugged Sam to my side. “Plus, there’s that.” 
 
    We got into the truck and I cranked it up. I started to turn up the volume, but Sam reached out and stopped me. 
 
    “I forgot. There is one piece of bad news.” 
 
    My mind spun over the possibilities as I waited for Sam to speak. When she didn’t, I sat back and turned to face her in my seat. “Well?” 
 
    “You may die – when you see my patriotic hair this weekend!” 
 
    I covered my head in my hands as Sam cracked up laughing. “Cruel. You’re just a cruel woman,” I told her. “I thought something terrible had happened at the bakery or that your Post-Concussion Syndrome might be getting worse.” I shook my head. “When is your hair appointment?” 
 
    “Thursday. Oh, that reminds me - yours is tomorrow. To get your ends touched up.” Sam smiled. 
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    From the courthouse, I drove us straight to the bakery. Victoria was alone in the kitchen when Sam unlocked the back door for us to go inside. 
 
    “Hey!” Sam greeted in a sing-song voice.  
 
    She sounded so cheerful and normal that I almost clapped. I’d been watching her closely for the twinging and creased brows that had been present even when she was trying to hide the headaches; so far today, I hadn’t seen any signs of them. I hoped with all my heart that meant she wouldn’t have to suffer any further effects from the concussion. 
 
    “Y’all are earlier than I thought you would be,” Victoria smiled. “I’m glad you’re both back though. We’ve missed you.” She loaded the last dish into the dishwasher then turned to hug us. “How are you doing, Sam?” 
 
    “I’m wonderful, thank you for asking.” 
 
    “And Piper? How did court go?” 
 
    “Do you have time for a break?” I asked her. She gave a quick nod. “Then let’s go up front so that I can tell you and Gladys at the same time,” I suggested. 
 
    ~ 
 
    “Good riddance,” Gladys summed up her opinion with one phrase. She had listened as Sam and I recounted the morning’s events. “You best go tell Flo and the others now,” she told me. 
 
    “Don’t you want me to stay and help?” I asked. “I haven’t even checked with Victoria to see what baking we need to catch up on.” 
 
    “I’ve got it covered,” Victoria assured me as she pushed back through the swinging door and disappeared into the kitchen. 
 
    “I’ll do some cleaning while Sam takes a turn at the counter,” Gladys insisted. 
 
    “I can clean,” Sam frowned. 
 
    “No. Those chemicals may give you a headache and you’ve had enough of those.” Gladys refused to even consider it. 
 
    Halfway to the front door, I paused. A new addition was perched by the door. “Gladys. What is this?” I pointed to the short, potted palm. 
 
    “Mina.” 
 
    “Pardon me?” 
 
    “That’s Mina,” she said. “She’s a mini-palm. I thought you could use someone to stand guard.” 
 
    I looked back at the little palm, stooping to see below the large leaves. I gave a startled laugh; a little face stared back at me, one eyebrow arched and looking uncannily like Sam. “Thank you, Gladys.” I couldn’t wait to show Mina to Griff. And BeeBee! I forgot that she didn’t know about Gladys’s carving talent yet. I stepped out onto the sidewalk and inhaled the salty air as I made the short walk to Flo’s Flowers. 
 
    When I stepped inside the shop, the scent on the air changed; gone was the sharp and salty, replaced by a soft and floral smell. BeeBee worked behind the counter, jotting down things on an order form for an older gentleman. I stepped aside to let him pass when he finished. 
 
    He nodded his thanks. “You kids have a nice day,” he said as he plodded toward the door. 
 
    I grinned. It’d been a long time since anyone referred to me as a kid. 
 
    “I’ll get Flo and Millie,” BeeBee said instantly. “We’ve all been waiting to hear from you.” 
 
    I strolled around the room, admiring the beautiful flowers and taking the time to look for varieties I hadn’t seen before until I heard the three come in from the back. After I told them how things had gone at court, I asked about the business. “Have new sales continued to be good?” 
 
    “Incredible,” Flo smiled at the turn things had taken in such a short time. “I think most of the town has been in here,” she marveled. 
 
    “Seashell Bay takes holidays pretty seriously,” I observed. “Maybe we can think of other big promos throughout the year to keep things steady.” 
 
    “At this rate, I’ll be able to hire full-time help around here soon,” Flo sat down on a stool behind the counter and tugged off one of her shoes. “I may have to buy some thicker floor mats though. All this standing to arrange so many more flowers than usual has done a number on my feet.” 
 
    “Let me see them,” BeeBee reached for the closest sock-covered foot and began pressing and kneading before Flo could protest. 
 
    “No, you don’t have to…oh!” Flo closed her eyes. “You’re good at this. How did you know where it hurts?” 
 
    BeeBee shrugged. “I just thought it might help. Here, I’ll rub the other one.” 
 
    I wondered at the kindness that had survived in this girl when I doubted very little kindness had been shown to her. “You know,” I mused out loud. “BeeBee is hoping to get a job at the spa at the end of the year. I bet she could use the practice between now and then. She can’t technically charge for foot rubs or back rubs, but she can’t stop us from giving her tips either.” 
 
    “Write me down for a weekly foot massage,” Flo said without hesitation as she pulled her shoes back on and stood. “For now, it’s back to work we go.” 
 
    Before she could leave, the door opened and in stepped Gladys, Sam and Victoria. Victoria carried a platter with several generous slices of cake on it. “What are you all doing here?” I asked. 
 
    Griff and Landon squeezed into the room behind them. “Are we late?” Griff asked. 
 
    “Ta-da!” Victoria and Sam exclaimed. 
 
    I looked more closely at the cake. Chocolate cake. “Is that…?” 
 
    “Peanut butter frosting,” Victoria answered with a nod. “And inside are chopped bits of peanut butter cups.” 
 
    “Who’s watching the bakery?” I hated to seem ungrateful, but worry niggled at my brain. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Gladys waved her hand. “We left the rest of the cake sliced into tiny squares as free samples in the middle of the room. Nobody’s passing that up,” she winked. “The whole group will still be happy as a hog in mud when we’re done here.” 
 
    “And we will go back over there as soon as we share a slice with you,” Sam promised. Probably to prevent a mini-heart attack on my part. 
 
    “I lucked out with the best friends in the world!” I accepted my slice of cake and plastic fork. 
 
    “You haven’t heard the best part,” Victoria looked over at Griff and Landon. 
 
    Everyone seemed to be smiling at some secret that I didn’t know. “If it’s better than cake, somebody better tell me because I can’t fathom it getting better than this.” I licked frosting off of my fork and looked around expectantly. 
 
    “Goodness, I’ll tell her. These two,” Gladys did her best Vanna White impersonation from Wheel of Fortune by waving her arms around Griff and Landon, “repaired your apartment from the door down to the sweeping.” 
 
    My jaw dropped and my plate nearly followed. 
 
    Griff nodded, shuffling on his feet. “It’s just waiting for you to pick out some new paint colors.” 
 
    “Sam suggested the two of you could go shopping. Maybe redecorate a little while you’re at it,” Landon glanced at Sam, his gaze lingering, then looked back at me. “Everything else is good to go like Griff said.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” tears welled in my eyes. “Thank you so much! I don’t know how you even had time to do that, but thank you.” 
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    Back into our busy routines, the week flew by smoothly and Friday snuck up on us before we knew it. Our largest disaster occurred on Wednesday when we ran out of dark chocolate chips for the first time in history. Gladys and Sam implied that the double handfuls I’d been throwing back every hour or so had something to do with that but I ignored the insinuations. 
 
    Here we were baking up a storm, boxing up to-go orders, and readying to close early so that we could each go to the Independence Day Parade. The Fourth had finally arrived and excitement buzzed in the air. 
 
    “Have you seen Sam yet?” It was the third time that I’d been asked that question this morning. First by Victoria, then Millie, now Gladys. It seemed most of today’s anticipation hinged on seeing Sam’s new hair color than on the Independence Day Parade later today. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And you have no idea what she meant by patriotic hair?” 
 
    “Not a clue. It must be pretty wild though.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Maybe she bought a wig.” Gladys looked thoughtful. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I shook my head. “She made an appointment at the salon. Not to mention, I’ve seen Sam sport some pretty crazy colors and still, she said I would die when I saw her hair today.” 
 
    Gladys beat out a drum roll on the kitchen island where we sat awaiting Sam to make her grand entrance. “I can’t wait. I should have colored my hair, too.” 
 
    The clock showed seven; much later than her normal arrival to the bakery and I hoped nothing was wrong. She told me she would be late, but not how late. 
 
    A key scraped in the lock and I rushed to the back door, unlocking it from the inside and flinging it open. 
 
    “Oh. My. Gosh.” Victoria’s phrase leaped to my mouth, the only thing I could think to say. 
 
    “Let me see, let me see.” 
 
    I stepped aside, giving Sam room to enter so that Gladys could see. Victoria appeared from the walk-in fridge. They both froze in place. 
 
    “What do you think?” Sam spun as if we couldn’t already see the outrageous new hair. Her long locks were not one, not two, but three colors. Yep. She did it. Red, white, and blue hair. 
 
    “It’s definitely patriotic,” I told her as I studied her. Parted in the middle, one half of her hair was a deep red. The other half was white from the root down to about four inches from the bottom where a royal blue color took over to the ends. 
 
    “Wow! My mother would kill me if I did that to my hair,” Victoria’s eyes widened to nearly the size of dessert plates. 
 
    “I approve.” Gladys clapped her hands. 
 
    “Your mother may not kill you,” I told Sam. “But don’t you think this might be the last straw that makes her keel over and die of embarrassment and disappointment?” 
 
    Sam laughed. “It may do just that. So. Are you going to come with me and film her reaction when I greet her and Dad on the courthouse lawn before the Independence Day parade tonight?” 
 
    I gave my best evil cackle followed by a wide grin. “You better believe it!” 
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    Hey there! Thank you again, wonderful readers, for coming back for book 3. Piper and Sam would be so sad without you. 
 
    Keep reading for a sneak peek at book 4! 
 
    Also, did you know you can sign up for my newsletter to receive updates and deals before anyone else? My newsletter subscribers even took a survey and helped me choose the title of book #4. Does that sound like something you want to get in on? 
 
    Yes! Keep me informed please. 
 
    If you have enjoyed the books, I would really appreciate you leaving a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or BookBub as well. Reviews are a great way to help my book reach other readers like yourself. 
 
    Thanks again! 
 
    Sincerely, 
 
    Katherine 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Book 4 Sneak Peek: Savory, Sweet, & Scandalous 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Gladys?” I asked Sam as I entered the Ooey Gooey Goodness bakery café through the swinging kitchen door. 
 
    “Two guesses.” 
 
    I thought about it a moment; today was Friday. “I don’t know. Cooking class?” I lifted my arms, palms face up, in a who knows gesture. 
 
    Sam gave me a thumbs up. “Ding, ding, ding. We have a winner.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to think about the fact that she never brings Chef Fabio here.” 
 
    “Frédéric,” Sam corrected me automatically. Fabio, we had learned from Gladys, was part of his cooking persona title but not his actual name. 
 
    “Right. Hey, weren’t cooking classes supposed to be over last week?” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    I waggled my eyebrows at Sam suggestively. “I’m saying, I think we’ve moved from assisting in cooking classes to actual date nights and someone is embarrassed to tell us.” 
 
    “Maybe so.” Sam chewed on her bottom lip, a habit I was shocked had survived her childhood with Sam’s mother, Deidra, pushing her in and out of etiquette classes, ladylike behaviors, and so on. “Well? Are we going to snoop?” Sam rubbed the palms of her hands together. 
 
    “We can’t snoop with your hair like that; it’s a beacon to everyone around. If Gladys didn’t spot us herself, everyone else talking about the woman with red, white, and blue hair would tip her off that we were following her.” I shook my head. Sam had outdone herself with her promise to dye her hair patriotic as an incentive to boost sales at Flo’s Flowers and the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery a few weeks ago, right before the Independence Day Parade. 
 
    “Are you saying you think it’s time to change it?” she fingered the white and blue strands on one side of her head. 
 
    “I’m only pointing out that it isn’t exactly clandestine snooping material.” 
 
    “Good point. I guess it might be time to change it. It has been worth it to see the pained expression on Mother’s face whenever I’m around though.” 
 
    I laughed. Deidra Lowe had nearly fainted on the spot when Sam appeared on the courthouse lawn beside them on July Fourth. Deidra’s pallor had first gone ashy-white and then flushed a deep crimson. Sam’s father hadn’t even had time to say hello before Deidra shooed us out of the spotlight. So determined was she to send Sam away before the press arrived, that she nearly broke an ankle in a gopher hole rushing us away from the courthouse steps. I pity the poor gophers who called that lawn their home; Deidra had been on a crusade to capture and kill every gopher in a five-mile radius ever since. 
 
    “Earth to Piper!” Sam spoke, breaking through my thoughts. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Are you going to come with me to the salon? You could get your hair touched up.” 
 
    I considered it, holding the ends of my hair up right in front of my nose. Tipped in turquoise and silver, the ends of my hair were definitely sporting some major split ends. She was right; it was time to trim and re-color the ends. Before I could answer, the bell over the door jingled, signaling a customer entering.  
 
    The Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery, owned and operated by myself and Sam, had become more and more popular over the last few weeks, thanks in part to a publicized fundraising campaign to raise awareness of human trafficking, and then, more recently, to a promotional strategy where we joined forces with Flo’s Flowers next door to increase Fourth of July flower and cookie orders. Still, the last hour had been dead; we had been about to close up. I looked over, quite surprised, to see who might be coming in for a cookie this late. 
 
    My jaw dropped. Speak of the devil. 
 
    “Mother?” Sam asked, eyebrows raised in disbelief. 
 
    As long as we had owned the Ooey Gooey, Deidra had not set foot inside. Until today. One time, only one, she had sent an assistant over to place a cookie order but it had been more about PR for her than support of us. This didn’t bode well. 
 
    “Good evening, Mrs. Lowe,” the greeting felt thick and awkward even as it slid over my tongue. “Can we get you something?” 
 
    Deidra glowered. Her fist clenched tighter around a folded newspaper in her hand. “How dare you?” 
 
    I swiveled my head to Sam. She looked at me in confusion then back to her mother. 
 
    “How dare who, what?” Sam blew out a breath. Deidra’s penchant for drama wasn’t new in her life. 
 
    “This, this….” Deidra stalked forward. She waved her free hand in a circle, motioning to Sam’s head, or rather her hair. “This atrocity is more than enough to bring embarrassment to your father and I. But you couldn’t stop there, could you?” 
 
    “Mrs. Lowe,” I stepped up beside Sam, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “I don’t think anyone is judging you for Sam’s hair color. Really.” 
 
    “You. You stay out of this. You’ve done enough to drag my children down into some mediocre, ambitionless life. This doesn’t concern you.” Her eyes flashed daggers at me. I felt Sam stiffen at my side. 
 
    “Get out.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Deidra’s voice grew cold. 
 
    I whipped my head to face Sam, concerned as I felt her begin to shake. 
 
    “Get out and don’t come back. I don’t know what it is you think I’ve done, but you will not come in our bakery and be disrespectful to me or my best friend. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.” Sam crossed her arms, matching her mother stare for stare. 
 
    “Well. Don’t think we are finished, young lady. This is far from over.” Deidra shoved the paper into Sam’s folded arms and stormed out, high-heel pumps tapping out the drum beats of impending war on her way. 
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    “Where’s Gladys?” I asked Sam as I entered the Ooey Gooey Goodness bakery café through the swinging kitchen door. 
 
    “Two guesses.” 
 
    I thought about it a moment; today was Friday. “I don’t know. Cooking class?” I lifted my arms, palms face up, in a who knows gesture. 
 
    Sam gave me a thumbs up. “Ding, ding, ding. We have a winner.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to think about the fact that she never brings Chef Fabio here.” 
 
    “Frédéric,” Sam corrected me automatically. Fabio, we had learned from Gladys, was part of his cooking persona title but not his actual name. 
 
    “Right. Hey, weren’t cooking classes supposed to be over last week?” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    I waggled my eyebrows at Sam suggestively. “I’m saying, I think we’ve moved from assisting in cooking classes to actual date nights and someone is embarrassed to tell us.” 
 
    “Maybe so.” Sam chewed on her bottom lip, a habit I was shocked had survived her childhood with Sam’s mother, Deidra, pushing her in and out of etiquette classes, ladylike behaviors, and so on. “Well? Are we going to snoop?” Sam rubbed the palms of her hands together. 
 
    “We can’t snoop with your hair like that; it’s a beacon to everyone around. If Gladys didn’t spot us herself, everyone else talking about the woman with red, white, and blue hair would tip her off that we were following her.” I shook my head. Sam had outdone herself with her promise to dye her hair patriotic as an incentive to boost sales at Flo’s Flowers and the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery a few weeks ago, right before the Independence Day Parade. 
 
    “Are you saying you think it’s time to change it?” she fingered the white and blue strands on one side of her head. 
 
    “I’m only pointing out that it isn’t exactly clandestine snooping material.” 
 
    “Good point. I guess it might be time to change it. It has been worth it to see the pained expression on Mother’s face whenever I’m around though.” 
 
    I laughed. Deidra Lowe had nearly fainted on the spot when Sam appeared on the courthouse lawn beside them on July Fourth. Deidra’s pallor had first gone ashy-white and then flushed a deep crimson. Sam’s father hadn’t even had time to say hello before Deidra shooed us out of the spotlight. So determined was she to send Sam away before the press arrived, that she nearly broke an ankle in a gopher hole rushing us away from the courthouse steps. I pity the poor gophers who called that lawn their home; Deidra had been on a crusade to capture and kill every gopher in a five-mile radius ever since. 
 
    “Earth to Piper!” Sam spoke, breaking through my thoughts. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Are you going to come with me to the salon? You could get your hair touched up.” 
 
    I considered it, holding the ends of my hair up right in front of my nose. Tipped in turquoise and silver, the ends of my hair were definitely sporting some major split ends. She was right; it was time to trim and re-color the ends. Before I could answer, the bell over the door jingled, signaling a customer entering.  
 
    The Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery, owned and operated by myself and Sam, had become more and more popular over the last few weeks, thanks in part to a publicized fundraising campaign to raise awareness of human trafficking, and then, more recently, to a promotional strategy where we joined forces with Flo’s Flowers next door to increase Fourth of July flower and cookie orders. Still, the last hour had been dead; we had been about to close up. I looked over, quite surprised, to see who might be coming in for a cookie this late. 
 
    My jaw dropped. Speak of the devil. 
 
    “Mother?” Sam asked, eyebrows raised in disbelief. 
 
    As long as we had owned the Ooey Gooey, Deidra had not set foot inside. Until today. One time, only one, she had sent an assistant over to place a cookie order but it had been more about PR for her than support of us. This didn’t bode well. 
 
    “Good evening, Mrs. Lowe,” the greeting felt thick and awkward even as it slid over my tongue. “Can we get you something?” 
 
    Deidra glowered. Her fist clenched tighter around a folded newspaper in her hand. “How dare you?” 
 
    I swiveled my head to Sam. She looked at me in confusion then back to her mother. 
 
    “How dare who, what?” Sam blew out a breath. Deidra’s penchant for drama wasn’t new in her life. 
 
    “This, this….” Deidra stalked forward. She waved her free hand in a circle, motioning to Sam’s head, or rather her hair. “This atrocity is more than enough to bring embarrassment to your father and I. But you couldn’t stop there, could you?” 
 
    “Mrs. Lowe,” I stepped up beside Sam, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “I don’t think anyone is judging you for Sam’s hair color. Really.” 
 
    “You. You stay out of this. You’ve done enough to drag my children down into some mediocre, ambitionless life. This doesn’t concern you.” Her eyes flashed daggers at me. I felt Sam stiffen at my side. 
 
    “Get out.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Deidra’s voice grew cold. 
 
    I whipped my head to face Sam, concerned as I felt her begin to shake. 
 
    “Get out and don’t come back. I don’t know what it is you think I’ve done, but you will not come in our bakery and be disrespectful to me or my best friend. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.” Sam crossed her arms, matching her mother stare for stare. 
 
    “Well. Don’t think we are finished, young lady. This is far from over.” Deidra shoved the paper into Sam’s folded arms and stormed out, high-heel pumps tapping out the drum beats of impending war on her way. 
 
    I hugged Sam into my side. Rage marred her normally joyful face, her smile deep in hiding. Thank God my parents were nothing like her terrible mother. That woman didn’t care a bit for anyone but herself. “What in the world was that all about?” I mused, watching the sidewalk to make sure Deidra didn’t return for round two. So much for Mina, our mini-guard palm, I thought, looking at the tiny potted palm tree sitting sedately by the door. A gift from Gladys, the little palm’s leaves still fluttered frantically from Deidra’s recent exit. 
 
    “That,” Sam interrupted my musings over Mina, “was evidently about today’s biggest headline. And somehow in that paranoid, twisted mind of hers, she thinks that I helped put it in motion.” 
 
    I let go of Sam and took the newspaper that she held out to me, scanning. Front page news. Didn’t get much worse than that. The article itself actually contained nothing bad, unless of course you were the wife of the current mayor, obsessed with public opinion, and held a reputation for being a strait-laced, upper class socialite. For Deidra, I had no doubt the article qualified as the worst thing to happen to her in years. Possibly worse than her assistant being a psychopath who tried to kill me; although, in Deidra’s opinion, that probably made the nutty assistant a hero, but that is water under the bridge. 
 
    LIKE MOTHER, LIKE DAUGHTER the title claimed in big, bold letters. Again, no big deal. The photos though, those were a different story. Or, the whole story, in this case. On the right, a photo of Sam at the Independence Day Parade with red, white, and blue hair. On the left, a snapshot of a teenage Deidra, sporting an orange mohawk. I had to look twice. Yep. Definitely Deidra. The young woman in the photo looked so…relaxed; nothing like the Deidra of today. 
 
    Sam stood silent. Shell-shocked, if her wide-eyed and open-mouthed stare were any indication. 
 
    “Deidra had a mohawk?” I broke the silence, walking over to lock up the front door before any other bombs dropped. 
 
    “It’s news to me,” Sam sank to a chair at the nearest table. “And I also don’t understand why she thought I had anything to do with the article. I mean, how could I?” 
 
    “She probably thinks it is a publicity stunt for the bakery,” I suggested as I sat down next to her, placing the paper on the table. “Deidra would pull a number of things for publicity; it makes sense that she would assume everyone operates that way.” 
 
    Sam continued to stare at the photo. 
 
    I felt a grin creeping over my face. I bit my lip, tried to stop myself. I failed. “I guess now we know you’re a chip off the old block.” 
 
    That got her attention. She cut her eyes at me. “Don’t you dare. I’m nothing like that woman.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. “I know that and you know that. You’re nothing like her. This one photo changes nothing. Now, throw that paper in the trash where it belongs and let’s forget all about it.” 
 
    “Urgh.” Sam groaned and wadded up the newspaper, crumpling it smaller and smaller. “You’re right.” She stood. “I’m going next door to see if BeeBee is ready to go or if Flo needs her longer.” She dunked the paper ball in the garbage can and pushed through the swinging door to the kitchen, heading out the back way. 
 
    Flo’s Flowers stood next door to the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery. There had been a little tension between us and Flo when Sam and I won the fundraising competition but no more. I enjoyed our good friendship, and we even created a beneficial working relationship, recommending each other’s business for special occasions. Flo had struggled with sales for some time and it made me happy that she stayed busy these days. So busy, in fact, that she hired BeeBee to help full time. 
 
    I finished wiping down the counter and cleared out the last of the cookies from the display case, flipping the overhead lights off as I headed into the kitchen. Victoria had already left for the day; she and Millie, our two teenage part-timers, went to the local college to check out the Fall registration schedule and class offerings. 
 
    After unloading the industrial-sized dishwasher and putting everything away for tomorrow, I removed my apron and hung it on the pegs by the back door. My insides warmed with pride as I surveyed the sparkling kitchen; I was blessed to work my dream job every day in this place, and with amazing friends surrounding me as coworkers. 
 
    Flipping the lights, I opened the door to leave for the night with a satisfied smile stretched across my face. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    I all but jumped out of my skin, finding a tall, muscular man just outside the door, fist poised to knock. 
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     “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    “Don’t sneak up on a person like that,” I swatted Griff as he moved aside for me to turn around and lock the door. “I could have pepper-sprayed you or something.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m safe. You aren’t wearing your glamorous bag of supplies,” he joked. 
 
    Glamorous. Ha. “Don’t you tell Gladys that I’m not wearing the fanny pack.” I waved my finger at him. “You know how she is. Three straight weeks of peace and quiet around here and she is still waiting for the boogey man to jump out and get me at every turn.” 
 
    “You really can’t blame her for worrying.” He pulled me closer. “I still worry. Every day,” he whispered against my hair. 
 
    I tensed. A reminder of the times I had been kidnapped or attacked wasn’t what I wanted. 
 
    “Hey you two, no PDA.” Sam appeared from the back door of Flo’s Flowers, followed closely by BeeBee and Flo herself. 
 
    I stuck my tongue out at my best friend. 
 
    BeeBee laughed out loud. “I swear, you act just like my sister.” Her mouth clamped shut. “I mean, like you were sisters,” she spoke quickly, then veered around Sam and headed to the yellow Juke in the center of the parking lot. 
 
    I looked around our little group. “Did I hear that right?” I asked. “Did BeeBee say she had a sister?” 
 
    Sam nodded, looking back to Flo. Flo raised her shoulders in a shrug. 
 
    “Maybe she spoke wrong.” Griff lacked conviction in his voice; still, he tried to give BeeBee an out, knowing that Sam and I would pursue the details otherwise. 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” Sam gave me a look. “Piper, why don’t you ride over with Griff and we’ll make supper.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean we’ll make supper?” I twirled my finger in a circular motion between Griff and myself. Sam could bake. She could not cook any actual meals of substance, however. 
 
    “Same thing,” she shrugged. “Flo, you’re welcome to join us.” 
 
    “Thank you, but no. I’m going to take these tired feet home and hit the couch.” Flo hugged Sam, waved to Griff and me, and left. 
 
    “Okay. We will see you in a few minutes, Sis.” He took my hand. “Piper and I will stop at the store and pick up something to cook for supper. Any requests?” 
 
    “Tortellini.” 
 
    “Done!” I loved pasta, something else Sam and I had in common. “Don’t you start prying info from BeeBee without me.” 
 
    With a flip of hair over her shoulder, Sam tilted her head high. “I do not pry.” She marched off, pretending to be offended. I laughed as she shot me a tiny wink over her shoulder. 
 
    “Tortellini, huh?” Griff and I walked slowly to his truck. He opened the door for me; a southern gentleman through and through. 
 
    “You could grill some chicken breasts to slice up and add to it,” I buckled my seatbelt as he got in on his side of the truck. “Or shrimp and scallops if you’d prefer seafood?” 
 
    “Shrimp are tiny,” he shook his head. “Chicken it is.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Making a list.” 
 
    “Why? We know what we need.” 
 
    “And what we need is a list, obviously.”  While Sam was all too familiar with my list-making obsession, Griff obviously hadn’t caught on yet. I ignored his scoff and kept writing. He would learn, eventually. 
 
    “Why don’t we split up?” I suggested to Griff as we entered the grocery store. 
 
    “I’ll get the chicken, you get the tortellini,” he agreed, taking off toward the fresh meat section. 
 
    Grabbing a shopping basket from the stack near the door, I pulled out my list and got started. About six minutes later, my phone rang. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Shopping.” 
 
    “I’ve already got the chicken. Are you having trouble finding tortellini?” Griff asked. 
 
    Laughing, I juggled the phone and the basket around until the basket hung from the crook of my arm and I had a free hand. Opening up the fridge door, and holding it ajar with my hip, I picked up the heavy cream, adding it to my basket. “Weren’t you listening when I told you I was making a list?” Silence answered me. I sighed. “There is more to a good pasta dish than picking up some premade pasta. Don’t worry, I’m almost done.” Hanging up, I slipped the phone into a pocket of my cargo pants and checked cream off of my list. 
 
    “She did more than that, I hear.” Voices carried from the next aisle; snippets of the conversation carried my way. “…isn’t fit to be mayor…wife like that.” At the word mayor, I stilled and listened more closely. “…talk to city council…removed.” The voices trailed further away and I couldn’t get the gist of the discussion. I peeked around the end of the aisle, but I saw only the back of a man’s leg and leather sandal as the speaker or speakers disappeared around the corner at the opposite end. 
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     “Piper.” 
 
    I jumped and spun around, guilt washing over me at the thought of being caught eavesdropping. “Grandpa Rex!” 
 
    “Sorry,” the old man, one of our most frequent customers, smiled. “Didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    “No, that’s fine. I thought I heard a friend on this aisle. Oh well.” I shrugged. “Looks like I missed them. How are Tommy and Timmy?” We chatted about his twin grandsons for several minutes. They would be spending another week staying with Rex before going back home to their parents. 
 
    “I’ll let you get back to your shopping,” Grandpa Rex pointed to my basket. “Though I’ve gotta say, those don’t look much like cookie ingredients.” 
 
    “No. No cookies tonight.” I glanced at the cream, parmesan, and nutmeg. Still hadn’t made it to the tortellini. Better pick up the pace, I chided myself before returning my attention to Grandpa Rex. “These are for tortellini and grilled-chicken alfredo.” I wished Grandpa Rex a good evening, then retreated back to the dairy aisle. I had an idea, thanks to Grandpa Rex, and there would be no better time to try it out than tonight. 
 
     “There you are!” Griff stood next to the self-checkout line, a gray grocery sack swinging from his wrist. I gathered he had given up on me and paid for the grilled chicken already. 
 
    “Sorry! I got caught up talking to Grandpa Rex.” I didn’t mention the overheard conversation. I believed the person or persons had been talking about Griff’s parents, but I had no concrete proof nor did I even understand what I heard; I would try to forget about it, even if it had seemed particularly negative. 
 
    “No problem. What is all this stuff?” He leaned over to look in my basket. We inched forward in line. 
 
    “Mostly ingredients to make a homemade alfredo sauce. I didn’t think you or Sam would have nutmeg or cream. Plus, you can never have too much parmesan.” I grinned, but didn’t tell Griff about my secret plan for treats to go with tonight’s meal. 
 
    The line chugged slowly along. After we checked out with the rest of our purchase, we walked out to Griff’s truck. I found myself trotting to keep up with his long legs. “Someone’s hungry.” 
 
    “What?” Griff turned and saw me struggling to keep up. “Come on slow poke, you bet I’m hungry. Someone made me wait for twenty extra minutes in the grocery store.” His winked and reached back to grab my hand, tugging me up close beside him. He slowed his steps. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Sam and BeeBee were right where I expected to find them when we arrived at the duplex that Griff and Sam shared, he in one half and she in the other. “Food’s here,” I called as I walked out on the back deck. They each sat up from their respective lounge chairs. “But now we have to cook it.” I laughed as they groaned, bubbles burst, and leaned back in the chairs again. 
 
    Griff set about lighting the grill. Sam stood and joined him to inspect the bag he carried. “Oh good! I love chicken with my pasta!” 
 
    “Grab the chicken and bring it inside to season, please,” I directed Sam. “Come on, BeeBee. I’ll teach you to make alfredo sauce. No sense in both of you living here and nobody knowing how to cook.” 
 
    BeeBee followed Sam and me back inside, bringing their sweaty glasses of tea with her. 
 
    Sam opened the spice cabinet and rummaged around. “What exactly am I putting on the chicken?” she asked as she moved containers around, reading labels. 
 
    “Herbs,” I answered. Then clarified, as she shot me a dirty look. “Find one that says Italian Seasoning. I’m sure I brought some over the last time I cooked stuffed chicken over here.” 
 
    BeeBee refilled the glasses with ice and poured a third for me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I accepted the cold, refreshing drink. “Okay,” I wiped my mouth off and set the glass down. “Are you ready?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ve never cooked anything before.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. 
 
    Sam shook little green flakes of Italian seasoning on the chicken breasts. “Your parents never showed you?” she kept her gaze on the chicken, as if the answer weren’t at all important. 
 
    I busied myself pulling out spoons and a saucepan. From the corner of my eye, I watched BeeBee. She stared in a daze for several seconds before answering. 
 
    “No. I didn’t have parents.” 
 
    Sam stopped thumping the chicken breasts with the meat tenderizer. 
 
    I turned the knob on the stove to heat up the pan. Turning to BeeBee, I asked her to tell us more. “What do you mean by that? Did you have any family before you ended up in places like the Thai Massage?” 
 
    “Sometimes, it helps to talk about it.” Sam moved to the sink to wash her hands. “Piper and I are here for you.” 
 
    BeeBee took a long swallow of her iced tea. “Maybe after supper,” she looked at us both. 
 
    Sam reached out to touch her arm. “And only what you are comfortable sharing,” she added. 
 
    “Well, let’s get this alfredo sauce going while Sam gets the chicken to Griff.” I pulled the butter, diced garlic, and cream from the fridge. “Sam,” I called to my friend as she carried the platter of chicken breasts toward the sliding glass doors. “I have a special project for you when you come back.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” she tossed her head back to look at the ceiling. 
 
    “It won’t hurt, I promise.” I laughed at her woe is me expression then focused my attention on BeeBee and the sauce. 
 
    Once the butter and garlic were sautéing in the pan, I like garlic in my alfredo though not every recipe uses it, I hunted down some measuring cups. “That woman re-organizes and moves things around more than is good for anyone’s sanity,” I muttered aloud.  
 
    BeeBee smothered a chuckle behind her hand. 
 
    “Gotcha!” I snatched the liquid measuring cup from a top shelf and handed it to BeeBee. Measure two-thirds of a cup of cream in this. Add it to the pan after the butter is fully melted and starting to bubble. I pointed to the marks delineating each of the measurements on the glass measuring cup and left her to it when I was certain she understood. 
 
    Sam returned and I explained my idea. 
 
    “These will be either really good, or really terrible,” she mused. 
 
    “Since you’re the one baking them, we get to blame you either way,” I reminded her. 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Well. I guess I will have to see to it that they are delicious.” 
 
    Moving back to the stove, I looked into the saucepan. “Great, stir in a little shake of nutmeg now. Then,” I turned the heat up a fraction, “when the cream all starts to get tiny bubbles on top that means it is simmering. We don’t want it to boil, which would be where it gets rolling, big bubbles.” 
 
    “Okay,” BeeBee nodded. “What do I do when I see the little bubbles then?” 
 
    “Turn this burner off with this knob,” I pointed. “And slide the pan off the heat. From there, just stir in the parmesan and whisk it all together until melted and creamy.” I started grating the fresh triangular block of parmesan into a bowl. “Oh! You can add a tad bit of salt and pepper, too. For just a bit more flavor.” 
 
    BeeBee collected the salt and pepper shakers from the small table and shook a little of each into the saucepan while I set a pot of water to boil, tossing in the tortellini. We both moved out of the way as Sam placed a baking sheet into the oven and set the timer. 
 
    “What are those?” BeeBee asked. 
 
    “I’ll tell you after you taste them,” I told her before Sam could spoil the surprise. 
 
    Griff stepped inside. “Sis, I need something to carry this chicken back inside with.” 
 
    Sam placed foil over a tray, grabbed some oven mitts, and went out to help Griff bring in the meat. As the sliced chicken breast arrived in the kitchen, that delicious smoky aroma of the grill filled the room. 
 
    My stomach growled, demanding sustenance. I rubbed it. “Just in time.” 
 
    BeeBee slid the pan over on the stove, clicking the knob to off. I handed her the bowl of parmesan and she added it a little at a time. Smart. We would make a home cook out of this girl in no time, I smiled, pleased at being able to share my passion for food. 
 
    Sam handed a stack of bowls to Griff, grabbing the silverware and napkins herself. They set the table for the four of us, refilling drinks and adding to the comfortable bustle in the kitchen. As the timer went off, I snatched one of the oven mitts from the counter and reached to pull out the savory treats. 
 
    “What have we got here?” Griff reached toward the tray and I swatted his hand away. 
 
    “Not yet.” I scooted the tray onto the last open spot of the stove. “Everyone has to try them at the same time. They’re new.” I loved having a room full of guinea pigs for a new recipe. The feeling it gave me was similar to that of a kid on Christmas. My spirits dampened only slightly when I remembered the reason for this impromptu gathering: getting to the bottom of BeeBee’s comment about a sister. 
 
    In a flurry of final activity, the four of us got the meal put together and on the table. We sat down and Griff offered to ask the blessing. We bowed in prayer as he thanked God for providing the meal and the friends to share it with, our home and safety, jobs to meet our needs, and joy to fill our hearts. 
 
    “Amen,” I echoed. 
 
    “Now, tell me what these little cookies are, please!” BeeBee passed the plate around, grabbing two for herself. 
 
    “Nope. Taste it first,” I insisted. I bit into my own cookie and considered the bite thoughtfully. Sandy, crumbly, loaded with parmesan and a hint of garlic from the garlic powder sprinkled on top. 
 
    “Wow!” BeeBee polished off cookie number one right away. 
 
    “What are these?” Griff asked, befuddlement clouding his face as he wound his tongue around the roof of his mouth, like when you have peanut butter stuck there. 
 
    “Do you like it?” I questioned instead of answering. 
 
    “Not sure,” he admitted. “I think I really hoped it was a cookie. Now I’m not sure if I’m just disappointed or if I don’t like it.” He sat the cookie down beside his plate and gulped his drink. 
 
    I looked to Sam, waiting for her opinion. “Told you I would make them delicious,” she winked. “Not a bad idea, not a bad idea at all.” 
 
    “I’m thinking of calling them Parmesan BisCookies. Instead of a garlic bread or cheese biscuit, I thought parmesan biscuit cookies would be a fun thing to try.” I told them about the idea springing from my conversation with Grandpa Rex. “They probably aren’t for everybody’s taste,” I admitted, “but I’ve been thinking we should add a few more savory options to the menu. It might increase the lunch crowd, or just be a pleasant treat for people who come in with friends but don’t have much of a sweet tooth themselves.” I watched Sam smiling and nodding; I was happy that she thought my suggestion had merit. “Now, let’s eat the rest of this deliciousness.” I spooned a giant serving of pasta and chicken into my bowl. 
 
    BeeBee offered to clean up. Griff, knowing what Sam and I had planned, stepped in and insisted he would manage it. “You three go out and catch the sunset. Relax a little. I’ll be done in no time.” 
 
    How did I get so lucky? I wondered. A man that didn’t mind helping out. I lingered behind, making a show of refilling my tea glass, as Sam and BeeBee bee-lined for the reclining chairs on the deck. 
 
    As the door slid shut behind them, I raised up on my toes and gave Griff a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you,” I told him. 
 
    Arms elbow-deep in dishwater, there wasn’t much he could do but turn his head to me. “If that’s the payment I can expect for cleaning up, you’re about to find your apartment spotless and a bill of debt in your mailbox.” He smirked. 
 
    I shook my head but was unable to stop my lips from curling into a wide smile. I left him, assuming that if I didn’t get outside soon, I would miss all the juicy details. Sam had shown admirable patience while I grocery shopped; she wouldn’t put off asking BeeBee questions much longer. 
 
    I schooled my grin as I approached. “Thank you both for your help with supper,” I told them as I lowered myself into a cushioned chair. 
 
    “I can’t believe the alfredo sauce turned out so good,” BeeBee admitted. “I figured I’d mess it up somehow.” 
 
    “You did perfectly,” I assured her. 
 
    We sat in silence as minutes ticked by. Waves rolled softly in to stroke the sand on the beach below. The horizon turned a brilliant orange as the sun sank over the water and the ocean reflected the light in rippling waves of color. 
 
    “My first memory is of an orphanage,” BeeBee’s voice startled me. “I think I may have been six years old.” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t even know what country I was born in.” She sighed. “It could have been right here in the U.S. or China for all the information I have.” 
 
    I remained silent, as did Sam, not wanting to interrupt the flow. 
 
    “In my first memory, someone whipped me for hitting a little boy at the orphanage. They beat me until my legs gave out, but I didn’t cry. I hit the little boy because he bit my baby sister for sticking her tongue out at him. She stuck her tongue out all of the time; she found it hilarious. I loved her; she was all that mattered to me. I knew, even as I collapsed to the floor, that I would hit him or anyone else again if they touched her.” 
 
    “How long were you at the orphanage?” I asked. 
 
    “Three more years. When I turned nine, a man came and said the orphanage had to be shut down. Noise traveled freely through the thin, cracked walls. I listened to every word.” She stood up and walked to the railing, overlooking the beach. Sam and I followed, but gave her space. 
 
    “What happened when they shut the orphanage down?” Sam asked into the stillness. 
 
    BeeBee didn’t answer right away. She closed her eyes, breathing deeply. When she spoke, I marveled at her ability to shield all emotion from her voice. “He took us. The man who shut the orphanage down. He took all of the children, promised the strict matron that she would never set eyes on us again.” She shook her head, her mouth thinning into a straight line. “I allowed myself to hope the man would take us to a better place. Maybe an orphanage where someone would smile at us, and hug us. I was an idiot.” 
 
    “You were a child,” I whispered. 
 
    “He took us to a boat. They loaded us into cages like animals. No food, no bathrooms.” 
 
    Tears stung my eyes. Sam hugged her arms around her middle, swallowing down whatever she was feeling. I ached, as BeeBee continued the tale in a single, monotone voice, as if reciting a speech. To speak of her past as if it didn’t hurt told all too well the painful blows she had been dealt. 
 
    “It could have been days or weeks, I’ve no idea. A few of the children died. I barely stayed awake most days, but I forced myself. I told myself I had to keep watch, had to keep Eva safe.” 
 
    Eva. Her baby sister. Oh God, please don’t let this poor girl have watched her sister die. Emotion clogged my throat. I listened helplessly to a story I was afraid I didn’t want to hear. 
 
    “Eva cried a lot. I tried to keep her quiet. Her belly hurt, she told me constantly, but I had nothing to feed her. She was seven and I was nine. Somehow, we lived. The ship stopped moving one day, and a new man came down into the hold. He tossed buckets of ice-cold water on us, to wash away the stench he said.” A slight shiver went through her body. “They led us up on deck. It was night. A small group of men and women were there, waiting.” 
 
    “Who were they?” 
 
    “Buyers.” She said the word with such disgust, still she kept her gaze fixed on the ocean. “Each of us was purchased that night. One woman bought several of us older girls. They tried to take Eva from me. I bit a chunk out of one man’s hand. Two more held me down, but the woman stopped them. I found out later her name was Gina. She changed her mind, told the men that Eva could go with us. I remember feeling so happy, like I won a prize for the first time in my life.” BeeBee drew a deep breath. “I didn’t realize that I had just sealed Eva’s fate as a blackmail piece, a means to keeping me in line.” 
 
    The sound of the glass door sliding open made the three of us jump. Griff stepped outside and the spell was broken. 
 
    “I’m going to turn in,” BeeBee didn’t wait for a response, merely nodded to Griff as she passed by him and disappeared inside. 
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    I had barely finished brewing a cup of tea from the Keurig Saturday morning when Sam waltzed into the kitchen. I mentally ticked off the date, pulling up a mental image of my calendar; nothing special going on that I could think of. “Dare I say, you look even more dressed-up than normal?” I tilted my head, studying her. 
 
    Sam looked down at her outfit and gave a twirl, a feat that should have been impossible at four in the morning wearing four-inch wedge heels. A wispy chiffon material, her dress was a light pink with delicate lace around the skirt and a plunging v-neckline. She looked back up at me and asked “Do you think so?” 
 
    Sam wore pantsuits and fancier clothes than anyone in their right mind would wear to work in a bakery on a daily basis; still, this outfit put them all to shame. “Definitely. Though I’m not going to lie to you – the pink kind of clashes with your patriotic hair. What’s the occasion?” 
 
    “Why does there have to be an occasion?” Sam asked, her voice raising in pitch. 
 
    “There doesn’t have to be. But I know there is, so spill it.” 
 
    Sam bumped me out of the way with her hip and began making herself a cup of coffee. I strictly liked tea, finding coffee to have the most terrible aftertaste in the world, but Sam enjoyed both with equal enthusiasm. “I’m helping Landon hunt for a place to live.” 
 
    “In Seashell Bay?” 
 
    “Yeah. He’s thinking of moving here as soon as his lease is up at the apartment he lives in now. I offered to show him some of the places around here.” Sam closed her eyes and inhaled the steam rising from her coffee mug. 
 
    “I see.” I took a sip of tea. “I guess I missed the memo that you’re suddenly a realtor.” My voice dripped with sarcasm. 
 
    “Shut up, I thought you would be glad that I offered to help. He’s your friend after all.” 
 
    I laughed. “Oh, I’m glad. I just hope you don’t break an ankle wandering up and down apartment complex stairs today in those shoes.” 
 
    “Morning.” 
 
    We both turned as BeeBee approached from the hall. 
 
    “I’m sorry, did we wake you up?” I asked her. BeeBee didn’t have to be at the flower shop with Flo nearly as early as Sam and I had to get to the bakery. Griff had been driving her into town most days. 
 
    “No. Didn’t sleep much, to be honest.” 
 
    Sam pulled a jug of orange juice out of the fridge and poured a glass for BeeBee.  
 
    I watched as BeeBee took several long gulps. Her hair was wadded into a messy bun at the nape of her neck. Dark circles showed under her eyes. The poor thing looked wearier than any seventeen-year-old that I’d ever met. 
 
    The empty glass clinked on the table. BeeBee declined when Sam offered a refill. “I thought maybe I could ride to work with you today,” she told us. “I can finish telling you about Eva.” 
 
    “Of course,” Sam smiled. 
 
    “We would love to hear more about your sister,” I agreed. I still felt on the edge of a cliff, hung between wanting to know everything and wanting to be spared the pain of the truth that BeeBee carried. 
 
    Minutes later, with a few more topped off mugs of tea and coffee, we all piled into Sam’s SUV. After the wreck at the beginning of the month, the insurance determined her little yellow Juke as a lost cause and totaled it. With the new car, Sam upgraded to something with a little more space yet still sporty enough to suit her, a cherry-red Jeep Renegade. 
 
    BeeBee got into the backseat; I climbed into the front. Sam adjusted the AC to combat the warm and muggy morning air. 
 
    “What time are you taking Landon on a tour of homes?” I asked. 
 
    “After lunch sometime. Gladys is scheduled to work the front this afternoon.” Sam answered. “During lunch I’m going to get the colors stripped from my hair so that I can change it to something new next week.” 
 
    “I want to change my hair,” BeeBee piped up from the back. “Regina made me dye it this weird caramel color.” 
 
    “What color is your hair naturally?” I asked. 
 
    “Very, very dark brown. Eva’s was black.” 
 
    Sam nodded, looking at her in the rearview mirror. “Come with me at lunch. I know we can find one of the girls to fit you in.” 
 
    “Really?” Her mouth tilted upward. 
 
    Sam nodded while I asked, “What color are you going to choose? Natural, or something different?” 
 
    “The darkest brown they have, I think.” After a few seconds of thought she added, “But I might put a thin pink streak in it, to remind me of Eva.” 
 
    “That’s sweet,” Sam said. We were nearing the turn-off into the main part of town. 
 
    “Where did I stop last night?” BeeBee asked. 
 
    “The woman, the one who decided to buy Eva and you together.” Even saying aloud that someone bought children made me cringe. 
 
    “That’s right.” BeeBee dropped her gaze to the floorboard, her eyes taking that far off look again. “They gave us showers. Fed us. Set us up in a shared room with lots of other girls, but the beds were soft and the blankets warm. For a time, it seemed things would be okay.” She shook her head ruefully. “Turns out, they just wanted to make sure we were healthy enough to work. At first, we were only made to clean. The work was hard, scrubbing floors, bathrooms, washing load after load of sheets. They taught us a few skills as we got older. Some girls learned to dance. Others, like me, learned massage.” Her voice broke. “The first time I refused to finish a massage for a client was the first time they beat Eva.” BeeBee drew a shaky breath. When she spoke, steel reverberated from her tone. “I decided then that I had to get her away. If I could escape with her I would, but all that mattered was that Eva be far away from those evil people.” 
 
    Sam pulled up into the parking lot behind the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery. The drive which normally felt long from the beach had flown by. Silence reigned as Sam killed the engine. 
 
    “Let’s take a break and find some cookies. Then you can tell us the rest if you feel like it,” I suggested to BeeBee. She gave a nod and opened the door. Sam and I shared a pained look. “I know,” I said first. “Some people should just be shot.” 
 
    “Or drawn and quartered,” she said. “Children, Piper. They were children.” 
 
    “Come on.” I whipped my key from my pocket and we caught up with BeeBee at the back door. I flipped on the light switch and made my way to the cookie jar where we kept a few cookies back for ourselves, always adding in the leftovers from the display case at night. Sam brought over a napkin and I piled on several Butterscotch Oatmeal Cookies. She sat down with BeeBee at the table while I pre-heated the oven and pulled dough from the walk-in fridge. We worked and nibbled in quiet until several batches of cookies were baking. 
 
    “I got her out.”  
 
    BeeBee’s statement caused me to freeze, cookie halfway to my mouth. I placed it on the napkin, dusting off my hands. “That’s amazing!” I said. 
 
    Expression sober, eyes sad, she said, “Yeah. I hope so. It wasn’t easy.” 
 
    A knock sounded on the back door and BeeBee shook her head as if in a daze. Sam unlocked the door to let Victoria inside; BeeBee and I cleaned off the work table. 
 
    “Morning,” Victoria smiled. 
 
    “Good morning,” Sam answered. I waved and BeeBee gave a little nod. 
 
    I looked to BeeBee and she gave a tiny shake of her head. I understood; she would finish sharing Eva’s story later. 
 
    “How did things go at the college?” 
 
    “Eh.” 
 
    Sam raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Not so good?” I guessed. 
 
    “It isn’t that,” Victoria shrugged. “It ended up being a huge college fair. You know, where tons of different places all send people with information booklets and they set up tables and give away rubber bracelets and water bottles and lanyards.” 
 
    “Sounds like you scored some swag. How is that bad?” Sam asked. 
 
    “My scholarship is to the college here, in Seashell Bay. Mom says I can’t go away to culinary school until I get the basics all taken here with the free college money.” Victoria sighed as she tied on her apron. “But Millie found an art school that she really wants to go to. In Chicago.” 
 
    “When does college start?” BeeBee asked, seamlessly falling into the conversation. 
 
    “At the end of August. Millie would have to move at the beginning of August to get a place in the dorms.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” Sam gave her a quick hug. “I know we will all miss Millie if she goes, but it’ll be especially hard for the two of you.” 
 
    “You know what that means?” BeeBee asked, hands on hips. 
 
    Victoria shook her head. 
 
    “That means we have to make this the best summer ever before Millie leaves, plus we get to plan a going away party.” She smiled. 
 
    “That’s right!” I chimed in, eager to cheer up Victoria. “You can bake all of her favorites and we can do a send-off surprise party here at the Ooey Gooey.” 
 
    “She would love that,” Victoria licked her lips. “And it does sound like fun.” 
 
    “It’s settled then,” Sam clapped her hands. “I’ll take care of decorations.” Sam loved a good party. “I better get out front and make sure we are ready to open soon.” 
 
    I nodded, turning to Victoria. “And you and I have lots of cookies to mix because I’ve been slacking this morning.” 
 
    The oven timer buzzed. Victoria crossed her arms and pursed her lips as if the sound completely contradicted my claims of laziness. 
 
    I raised my hands in defeat. “I didn’t say I did nothing. I just admitted I haven’t done as much as normal.” The teen laughed and slipped on a pair of oven mitts. Fresh cinnamon smells leapt from the oven as she removed the tray of Cinnamon Bun Cookies. 
 
    BeeBee said goodbye and slipped next door to help Flo. 
 
    Victoria and I mixed, baked, and chatted easily about the classes she would be taking in the fall and the changes we would need to make to her schedule at the bakery. A constant hum filled the room as mixers buzzed and the walk-in fridge made running noises. The sounds were a comforting background noise, until a tremendous banging on the back door broke the spell and scared me to death. 
 
    The spoon I had been scooping cookie dough with went flying. Victoria jumped and caught her hand in the mixer. Sam even came rushing through the swinging door. 
 
    “What in the world is that noise?” Sam asked, eyes darting around the room. 
 
    More banging, the door shaking with the violence, reverberated through the room. Muffled yells could be heard as well. 
 
    I motioned Victoria back away from the door. Sam took one look at Victoria’s hand and pulled her to the sink to wash blood from her injured fingers. 
 
    Flipping open my pocket knife, I clutched at the handle as I approached the door. Maybe the person on the other side would go away if I didn’t unlock it. Then again, I thought as the banging commenced, maybe they needed help. 
 
    Knife at the ready, heart hammering in my chest, I flipped the lock and opened the door swiftly, keeping my foot poised to slam it shut. 
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    Heavy rain and earth-shaking thunder took me by surprise. I stepped back, dropping my knife. It clattered across the floor. Lightning cracked across the sky, lighting up the figure hunched under his coat. “Griff?!” I swung the door wide and my boyfriend stepped inside. Water slid down his coat, dripped down his nose. 
 
    “BeeBee’s missing!” he looked between us all with wide eyes. “She isn’t anywhere at the house.” 
 
    “Oh…” I picked up my knife and slammed the door shut against the weather. I leaned my forehead against the door. Shuffled my feet. Did we really forget to tell Griff? I gulped. “Umm, about that.” I turned to face Griff. 
 
    “Do you know where we should look? Have you heard from her?” Griff kept talking. 
 
    “Griff!” 
 
    He quieted and looked into my face. “BeeBee is fine. She rode with Sam and me to work. I’m so sorry we forgot to tell you.” 
 
    “Busy morning. I assumed Piper texted you, she probably thought I did,” Sam looked to me and I nodded. “BeeBee woke up early and came to the bakery. She’s over at Flo’s now.” 
 
    Griff dragged a hand down his face. 
 
    “We’re really sorry! I didn’t mean to worry you,” I hugged him, wet clothes and all. “Thank you for coming to get us and find her though. It means a lot.” 
 
    “Two dozen.” 
 
    I stepped back and cocked my head. “What?” 
 
    “Two dozen cookies is the going price of giving a man a heart attack,” he gave me a gentle nudge toward the counter. “Go on, start bagging them up. I’ve got work to do after all.” 
 
    “You’re incorrigible,” I rolled my eyes. “Two dozen of anything or something specific?” I asked him as Sam handed me a to-go box. 
 
    “I’ve been knocking in the rain for a long time,” he tapped his foot. 
 
    “We never heard you,” Victoria said.  
 
    I glanced over to see Sam bandaging her finger with supplies from the first-aid kit. “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she nodded. 
 
    “I’m sure you couldn’t hear over the rain,” Griff said. “Still, I think two dozen cookies with nuts and chocolate will cover the heart attack factor.” 
 
    “Honestly, I didn’t even hear the rain, much less the knocking. Didn’t know it would be storming today at all.” I placed an assortment of nut-filled, chocolate-oozing fresh cookies into the box, licking my fingers after I closed it up. Mini Chocolate Chip Sandwich Cookies with Chocolate Hazelnut Cream Filling. Yum – I might have to eat the ones that I didn’t give to Griff. 
 
    “It started about ten minutes ago,” Sam said. “The storm. Moved in out of nowhere. Instead of a sunrise over the tops of the buildings, I looked up from the counter to see a looming black cloud rolling in. The bottom dropped out of the sky right after. We had a few of the business crowd stop in, but not many customers are going to come out in this mess. I better get back up there in case I’m wrong though.” 
 
    Griff took his cookies and jacket. I wished him luck with leak calls and inspections today and told him to be careful in the weather. Locking the door back, I leaned against it. “Alright. Now, we clean up this mess and try again.” Cookie dough smeared the cabinets where I had tossed my spoon in fright. Victoria’s mixing bowl had overturned when she jerked her hand free. 
 
    “This all needs to be thrown out now, right?” She asked me as she surveyed her station. 
 
    “Yep. We can’t serve people part of your finger,” I winked. “Not even if we discount it.” 
 
    “What’s going on with Sam’s mom?” Victoria asked as she scraped the contents of the mixing bowl into the trash can. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The posts going around social media. Haven’t you seen them?” 
 
    I frowned. The newspaper article must have been photographed and shared online. Sam wouldn’t be happy to hear that. “I saw the newspaper with the mohawk. I’m sure it will die down soon enough.” 
 
    Victoria rinsed the bowl, shaking her head. “No. That isn’t what I’m talking about. Hold on, I’ll show you in just a second.” 
 
    I crossed the kitchen and stored my finished bowl of cookie dough in the walk-in fridge. When I turned, Victoria had finished loading the dishwasher and held her phone out for me to take. 
 
    More pictures. No mohawks. This time, Deidra did not have a mohawk. She also did not have on a top, though thankfully creative caption blurred out the full image. WIFE OF THE MAYOR IS LIFE OF THE PARTY this headline read. I noticed the photo still showed a teenage Deidra. Maybe she did some questionable things in her younger days; it still seemed someone had a very personal agenda to make Deidra look as bad as possible though. Why else dig up things from eons ago? And where were they getting these pictures anyway? 
 
    “Do you mind if I take your phone out and show Sam?” I wanted to be ahead of any other bearers of bad news. 
 
    “Of course not; go ahead.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I pushed through the swinging door, relieved to see the café mostly empty. 
 
    “Hi, Piper.” Barbara, one of our regulars held up a cup of coffee in greeting, her other hand holding onto a bag of goodies. “Sam just told me how great the summer sales have been for the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery and Flo’s Flowers. Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I smiled, keeping the phone behind my back. 
 
    “I always love it when small businesses help each other out,” she said. “Have you girls thought about coming back to another yoga class at the spa?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Sam made a noncommittal noise. 
 
    Barbara laughed. “It gets easier,” she promised. “Well, I have to run. Today is a mess and if I’m not back soon my husband will send a rescue party.” 
 
    A cacophony of noise - pounding rain and rumbling thunder, car horns honking, tires splashing through puddles - all poured into the bakery as Barbara opened the door to leave. I could see the streets had small rivers of water flowing down the sides as the rain fell too fast for the drains to keep up. 
 
    “A mess is right,” I said to Sam as the door shut. “And unfortunately, the weather isn’t the only one.” 
 
    “What else? Is Victoria’s finger not okay after all?” Sam glanced the direction of the kitchen. 
 
    “She’s fine. I’m not sure about the rest of us. Look at this,” I pressed the phone into her hands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 6[image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    I worried about the havoc Deidra might wreak when she saw the newest glamor shots of herself going viral on the web. Sam had just left out the back door to get BeeBee and visit the hair salon after looking at the post.  
 
    Just like the first, Sam had never seen this picture before. “I know everyone has a past,” she had said, blinking her eyes as if trying to un-see the photo, “but this craziness isn’t like my mother at all. I can’t imagine her ever leaving the house without lipstick, much less being in public sans a shirt.” 
 
    I continued to mull over the sudden media interest in Deidra’s past. “Well, Mina. What do you think?” I fluffed the little palm leaves as I poured a bit of water into the dirt for the plant. 
 
    “Ummm…Piper?” Victoria stared at me from the counter. “Who you talking to?” 
 
    Woops. I hadn’t heard the swinging door open. Caught talking to the potted palm, great. Maybe I’m losing my mind. “Nobody.” I shook my head. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Nothing really. I was wondering, can I have my phone back?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m done. Do me a favor though? Try not to show anyone else those photos of Sam’s mom.” I retrieved the phone from my apron pocket and returned it. 
 
    “No problem.” Victoria disappeared back to the baking. 
 
    ~ 
 
    “Whoowee,” the door opened, the sound of the bell overhead drowned out by the storm which hadn’t slackened. “Looks like we’re in for a real frog strangler. Must be some big tropical storm.” Gladys plopped her umbrella in the makeshift umbrella bucket that I’d set up by the door. 
 
    “And hello to you,” I laughed. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” Gladys continued to wipe her feet on the mat. A useless attempt, considering the amount of water it had soaked up today, but I wouldn’t try to stop her. “Did Sam already leave?” 
 
    “Yes, she should be at the hair salon by now. I’m not sure how well the plans for house shopping are going to hold up in this weather though.” 
 
    “House shopping?” Gladys asked as she joined me behind the counter. “Is Sam moving?” 
 
    “No.” I explained Sam’s plans for the day. 
 
    Gladys gave a little smile. “Good, good.” She poured herself a cup of coffee. “Too bad about this weather though. Maybe she and Landon will have to cozy up somewhere dry, what do you think?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Gladys and her matchmaking never failed to catch me by surprise. “I wouldn’t count on it,” I told her. “BeeBee is with Sam; she’s getting her hair colored, too.” 
 
    “Maybe I should color my hair?” Gladys twirled a finger through a tight gray curl. “Not blue though; then I’d look like one of those blue-haired old women. Hmm,” her forehead creased. “Maybe blonde. Or dirty blonde!” 
 
    Seeing that my opinion wasn’t at all needed, I extricated myself from the hair color discussion before it was too late. “Since BeeBee is out with Sam, I think I’ll go check on Flo.” 
 
    Gladys waved one arm at me, still muttering to herself about hair. I took that as a sign that she didn’t mind manning the cash register alone for a bit. Weighing my options, I decided darting down the sidewalk and into Flo’s from the street side promised a bigger chance of staying dry than going out the back and hoping she heard me bang on the back door. Before I got across the room, Gladys called me back. 
 
    “What did Deidra come in here throwing a fit about?” she asked me. 
 
    “She was just…wait a minute, you were nowhere near here. How did you now Deidra came in throwing a fit yesterday?” My brows drew together. I crossed my arms as Gladys shuffled guiltily. 
 
    “Mina told me,” she shrugged. 
 
    “Mina. This Mina?” I pointed to our potted palm. 
 
    Gladys nodded. 
 
    “Listen, I know you like to talk to Jack and Drew,” the palm trees at her home. “And maybe I slipped up and spoke to this plant today; I admit, she’s cute. Still, you can’t expect me to believe she told you about Deidra.” 
 
    “Not in so many words,” Gladys shifted her eyes from me to the door. “Hello!” she greeted as a bedraggled group of teens flooded the café, along with about a gallon of water sloshing off of them. “Come in, come in. Who wants coffee?” Gladys latched on to the excuse to ignore me. 
 
    With a sigh, I resigned myself to picking up this conversation another time. Back on track to my current destination, Flo’s, I exited and hurried next door. 
 
    “Hi,” I greeted. 
 
    “Come on in,” Flo smiled. “What brings you over today? I hope it isn’t for another batch of break-up flowers?” She raised her eyebrows, eyes twinkling merrily beneath. 
 
    “Very funny.” I chuckled, recalling Flo’s confusion when Griff and I came in to buy first-date / last-date flowers for Kendra. “Actually, I came to check on you. Need any help while BeeBee is gone?” 
 
    “How sweet!” Flo beamed. “Thanks, but no. This weather is keeping customers away for the first time in weeks. I hate to admit it, but I’m thankful for the break. I’m nearly caught up on arrangements to make.” She indicated a lineup of beautiful bouquets and vases behind the counter. “When I finish, I’ll work on balancing the books. BeeBee plans to be back later this afternoon.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear. I do hope this bad weather moves on though.” I glanced back out the storefront windows. Gray skies as far as my eye could see. “I don’t think I’ve seen a storm this bad since I moved to Seashell Bay. What did Gladys call it?” I chewed on my lip thinking. “A frog strangler?” 
 
    Flo snorted. “I haven’t heard that term before. Guess it makes sense; as fast as the water is rising out there, a drowned frog or two wouldn’t be surprising.” 
 
    I chuckled but the image of a little cartoon frog splayed out with his tongue lolling from his mouth popped into my head, chasing the chuckles away. Poor frogs. Poor us; if it got any worse that would be flash flooding. “I guess I should get back to the bakery,” I told Flo. 
 
    “One minute.” She finished tying a loop of ribbon around a vase and then beckoned me closer. Lowering her voice, she whispered, “Speaking of Gladys, I received an order of flowers to be delivered to her.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. “Really?” 
 
    Flo nodded. “I’m only telling you this to confirm I can deliver these to the bakery, of course.” She wiped the grin from her face, all business as she discreetly spun a short vase so that the card faced me. 
 
    “Of course, of course,” I bobbed my head, leaning to get a look at the sender’s name on the envelope. Frédéric. 
 
    “Anyway,” Flo settled the vase back amongst the row of completed arrangements. “I thought you could let me know when Sam is back…I mean when a good time to deliver the flowers to Gladys would be.” 
 
    I smiled. “You bet. Keep your phone handy; I’ll shoot you a text.” 
 
    Back at the bakery, I grabbed a kitchen towel and dried off the spattering of rain from my arms and face. Even with the awning, you couldn’t go outside without getting a little wet. The group of teenagers still sat at two tables by the window. I grabbed the coffee pot and refilled their glasses while Gladys rang up an order for a young woman at the counter. 
 
    “These cookie sandwiches are legit,” one of the teen boys nodded at me as I poured his coffee. 
 
    “Thank you. Can I get anyone anything else?” 
 
    “Your number,” one of them wise-cracked. The girl beside him slapped his arm. 
 
    Saving my eye roll for when my back was to the table, I smiled politely and left them to their snacks. “Gladys,” I said as the customer left the counter. “I’m going to help Victoria in the kitchen. Let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    “You bet. Here are two orders that came in today for parties.” 
 
    I took the two small slips of paper and thanked her, heading through the swinging door. I made a mental note to order professional order forms with our logo. It was one of the things we couldn’t afford right away and I’d been forgetting to put them in the budget the last few months. Maybe Millie could design something. 
 
    “Victoria,” I called. Her head poked out of the fridge. “Do you know if Millie is coming in today?” 
 
    “Yes.” Victoria disappeared back inside then came out, four bowls of dough balanced on her arms. I rushed over to shut the door and help with two of the bowls. “Thanks,” she said. “Millie should be here soon. She had a phone interview with that art school today.” 
 
    “What is all this?” I looked at the bowls of dough. Recognizing two as chocolate chip cookie dough, I peered more closely at the other two. 
 
    “Gladys told me that we almost sold out of the Mini Chocolate Chip Sandwich Cookies, so those two are to make more.” 
 
    “Great, I’ll whip up extra hazelnut filling. What about the others?” 
 
    Victoria held up one bowl, Sugar Cookie dough, to make Mini Sugar Cookie Sandwiches. I thought we could make a light, summery filling flavor for those, but I’m not sure what yet. The other bowl is also Sugar Cookie dough,” she nodded to the fourth bowl. “I’m going to mix in strawberry jam and lime zest to make Strawberry Limeade Cookies.” 
 
    “Genius!” I patted her on the back. “Why don’t I concentrate on both of the fillings. You can get the Mini Chocolate Chip Cookies in the oven first.” 
 
    “Okay, cool.” Victoria never had to be told twice. She set to work scooping tiny mounds of cookie dough onto parchment-paper lined pans. 
 
    Millie came in from the café right as I started on the Lemon Whipped Cream Filling for the Mini Sugar Cookie Sandwiches. Squishing sounds came from her soaked shoes as she walked. Her pant legs, too, were soaked up past the ankles. 
 
    Victoria stared at her drenched friend. “Holy cow, Millie! Did you walk here?” 
 
    “Nope. I may have to walk home though.” Millie leaned her elbows onto the stainless-steel work island in the center of the room, head drooping. “I nearly hydroplaned on my scooter more than once. The street out front is three inches deep in water on the sides of the road.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Millie.” I looked between the girls. “You two know Sam or I are happy to give you a lift home if things don’t dry out some.” I held up a hand to curtail their protests. “I won’t have you in danger. We’ll see how the storm plays out but you have a ride if you need one.” 
 
    Tension leaked out of Millie, her shoulders sagging in relief. “Great. It was kind of scary, especially when cars passed and sprayed more water over me; as if the road wasn’t hard enough to see already.” 
 
    “Thanks, Piper.” Victoria continued pulling sheets of cookies from the oven and placing them on the cooling racks. 
 
    “Millie, how would you like another art project?” I asked. 
 
    “As long as it doesn’t involve creating a water feature for the flooding, count me in.” 
 
    I described the type of order form we needed. “I’d love you to put your creative touch on it to really represent the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery. Our logo, plus whatever your heart desires.” 
 
    Clapping gleefully, Millie assured me she could do it. “Thank you for this,” she said. “You and Sam hired me to clean. I never imagined I would also get to do so much extra-fun stuff with my art, as well. I’m so lucky!” 
 
    “You aren’t lucky; you’re talented. See if you can have something ready for me on Monday, can you?” 
 
    “Absolutely!” She stood and stretched her arms overhead. “I’ll start working on it right after I wipe down tables and clean up trash up front.” 
 
    A high-pitched whirring noise sounded. For a moment, I thought I might be losing my mind. When Victoria looked up and glanced around the room, I knew she must here it, too. The noise grew louder. 
 
    “Do you think that is the severe weather alert system?” Victoria’s voice trembled a fraction. 
 
    “No…” I cocked my head to the side. “It sounds like it is coming from the back door.” In confirmation, a sudden clattering sound rang out. The door knob twisted. Finding it locked, the person on the outside stopped trying. We waited. The whirring noise revved up again, similar to that of a dentist drill. 
 
    Victoria’s eyes widened even more. “What do we do?” she asked. 
 
    I snaked my hand in a drawer, pulling out one of the cans of pepper spray Gladys had insisted we each have as part of our “supplies” earlier in the month. I might not have carried it on my person all the time like she wanted; still, I kept it handy. 
 
    “We find out who it is,” I said. “Get ready to holler at Gladys in the café if I need you to.” 
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    I wrenched the back door open and stepped back. Rain peppered my face. His back turned to me, I experienced a feeling of déjà vu as, for the second time in one day, Griff stood in the pouring rain outside the door. This time he wasn’t alone. 
 
    “Hey!” I yelled over the roaring rain. “What the heck are you doing? Are you crazy?” 
 
    Hearing, Griff turned. Skirting a ladder, he stepped inside and shut the door. 
 
    “Here,” Victoria called. She tossed a kitchen towel our way. 
 
    I caught it and held it back. “You can have this,” I waved the towel. “After you tell me what you are doing. Why is someone on a ladder out there?” 
 
    “I tried to call,” Griff said. “We’re putting up a little canopy. You shouldn’t have to stand in the rain to unlock your back door.” Not only a building inspector, Griff also ran a few crews of guys for small repairs and installations to bring things up to code. 
 
    “Griff! It is storming out there.” I stomped a foot. “Surely a canopy could have waited.” 
 
    “It’s raining today. Which means it might still be raining when you leave to lock up.” He shrugged. “You needed a canopy.” 
 
    “I highly doubt that safety protocol gives permission for canopy installation during inclement weather.” 
 
    Griff shrugged. “I won’t tell if you don’t.” 
 
    I tried to be angry at the infuriating man but the truth was I could barely contain a smile. Growing from the warm-fuzzy feelings in my belly, the smile persisted and I grinned. “You are crazy,” I told him. 
 
    “Always,” he promised. “We should be done in a few more minutes and then out of your hair.” Griff squeezed my hand, waved to BeeBee and shouldered back out into the rain. 
 
    Victoria whistled as she ambled away from the swinging door and back to the counter. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it,” I told her, earning myself a giggle. 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” she saluted. 
 
    I edged my phone out of the cargo pocket on my hip after she turned away. There it was: one missed call. I tapped the button on the side a few times to turn the phone up to full volume and put it back. 
 
    An hour later, Sam came bustling inside with BeeBee trailing behind. “We have a canopy.” Sam made it a statement rather than a question. 
 
    I answered anyway. “Your brother helped install it. In the rain. Thankfully, nobody blew off the ladder or got struck by lightning.” 
 
    “At least, we assume not,” Victoria piped up. 
 
    “True. Wouldn’t have been able to hear them if they did.” 
 
    “Well, there weren’t any bodies,” Sam reassured me. 
 
    “Lovely.” I gave a wry smile. “Now, let’s see the new hair.” Both girls wore hoods to protect from the rain, BeeBee’s an extension of a cozy hoodie sweatshirt; Sam’s hood attached to a designer Burberry raincoat. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if Sam had bought them today after the freak rainstorm began. It seemed unlikely they would have been laying around in her new car. 
 
    “You first,” BeeBee told Sam. 
 
    Sam shrugged out of her raincoat, hanging it on a hook to drip. I made a mental note to put a dry towel down back there before one of us slipped and fell. 
 
    “Wow, I didn’t even know you could have hair that color.” Victoria stepped closer, gazing at the light purple hair. 
 
    I circled my finger in the air. Sam spun obediently. I ran my hand through it, lifting it to see through to the bottom layers. 
 
    “It’s all the same color,” Sam answered my unspoken question. 
 
    “Very pretty,” I told her. “Kind of makes you look like a magical fairy which is perfect because we have a magical cookie order for more of your unicorn masterpieces.” 
 
    “The color is lilac,” she said. “Okay, your turn BeeBee.” 
 
    BeeBee flicked the hood back from her head. Black as crow’s wings hair highlighted the delicate Asian features of her face. “Beautiful,” I told her. “But I thought you were getting brown and just one pink stripe?” On the left side of her head, two deep blue, about an inch wide, ran from top to tip. 
 
    “I decided on black before we got there. Then, Sam convinced me to go with blue.” 
 
    “It’s the color of human trafficking awareness,” Sam explained. “I looked it up.” 
 
    “Two blue stripes…” I looked back to BeeBee. 
 
    “One for Eva. One for me.” BeeBee smiled. 
 
    “Who’s Eva?” Victoria glanced around the room. 
 
    “You know what,” I slapped my hands on my thighs. “I just remembered that Flo has a delivery to make now that we’re all here.” As planned, my announcement distracted everyone including Victoria. I’d bought BeeBee a little time to choose whether or not she shared with anyone else about her sister. 
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    Trying to look nonchalant while trying to crowd six people behind the counter in the Ooey Gooey Café isn’t exactly possible. 
 
    “What gives?” Gladys asked seeing Victoria’s furtive motion for Millie to join her, Sam, BeeBee, and me beside Gladys at the cash register. “Is the kitchen flooded? Did someone break in? I know I’ve got some supplies here…” Gladys reached for the zipper on her trusty fanny pack; the fanny pack that contained pepper spray, panic buttons, and a plethora of other gadgets that I knew of, to say nothing of anything Gladys had added but failed to mention. 
 
    Right on time, Flo opened the door and carried a short vase with a plump, round bouquet of white daisies, orange roses, and pink lilies. 
 
    “Hi, Flo.” Gladys greeted. “You coming to join this crowd behind the counter, too?” Gladys eyeballed us. 
 
    Victoria smothered a giggle. 
 
    “Not at all, Gladys.” Flo strode forward purposefully. “I’m simply here to make a delivery.” She smiled and placed the vase on the counter. 
 
    Gladys looked over the top of the flowers at her. “For Piper or Sam?” she asked twitching a thumb our direction. 
 
    “Neither.” 
 
    “Oh?” Gladys peered at our little huddle again. “Then who?” 
 
    “Why don’t you read the card and see,” I motioned to the arrangement. 
 
    “This better not be a bouquet of prank flowers,” she frowned. “The kind that squirt water. I’d be upset, Flo, since you didn’t tell me we could buy prank flowers.” 
 
    “For goodness sake, Gladys.” Flo crossed her arms. “I wouldn’t sell something so childish as prank flowers. My flowers are about beauty and communication.” 
 
    “Too bad,” Gladys mumbled as she searched the arrangement. Spying the card at last, she pulled it from the plastic pitchfork-looking holder. “It’s for me!” 
 
    “Open it,” Sam urged. 
 
    Gladys opened the card, reading silently. 
 
    Before I could so much as attempt a peek over her shoulder, Gladys stuffed the card back in the envelope. “Piper, Sam.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Could I have the next few days off?” she asked. 
 
    I looked to Sam. Shrugged. She nodded. “Sure,” I didn’t mind if Gladys took time off. Though I would have like to ask her why, I didn’t get the chance. 
 
    “Thanks!” Gladys hauled the vase of flowers out the front door and down the sidewalk. We watched her get into her car and drive away. 
 
    Millie spoke first. “That was an odd reaction to flowers.” 
 
    We all agreed. 
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    I stretched my hands above my head, and pointed my toes, stretching my legs out to the corners of the bed. Sunday. Daylight leaked into my bedroom around the edges of the curtains. The bakery wouldn’t open until one and I didn’t have to go in early since Sam and I stayed late to do the baking last night. She and Landon had rescheduled house tours to Monday, thanks to the weather. 
 
    Wait a minute! Sunshine. 
 
    I untangled my legs from the sheets and hopped over to the window. Sunshine beamed. Not a cloud in sight, thank goodness. 
 
    My phone beeped from the nightstand. Unplugging it from the charger, I plopped back down on the bed to read the new message. 
 
      
 
    Sam: You up? 
 
    Me: Yep. 
 
    Sam: Can one of the girls help at the Ooey Gooey today? 
 
    Me: No prob. What’s up? 
 
    Sam: Mother. Mandatory Lunch. Something about dinner wardrobe. 
 
    Me: Ick. 
 
    Sam: Griff has to be there 2. 
 
    Me: Double ick. No worries, we will handle the bakery. 
 
    Sam: K. See you at church? 
 
    Me: Yeah, see you then. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the time on my phone. Plenty of time left before I needed to get ready. My phone beeped again as I tucked the corners of the sheets back into place. Wondering what Sam had forgotten, I stared at our conversation thread for half a minute before realizing the notification was for a message from Victoria. 
 
      
 
    Victoria: How soon can we do going-away party for Millie? 
 
    Victoria: Like, Friday? 
 
    Victoria: She leaves next weekend for art school. ☹☹ 
 
    I waited a moment to see if she would send a fourth text. When none came, I responded. 
 
    Me: We will make it work for Friday. Millie can work the register today. You and I will talk plans in the kitchen. 
 
    Victoria: TY TY TY TY! ?? 
 
    Me: Welcome! 
 
    Bed made, messages all answered, teeth brushed, I grabbed a notepad and headed to the living room. Party planning meant one thing: a new list. Finding a purple gel pen in the cute mason jar full of writing utensils, another new treasure I purchased when refurbishing after my apartment got shot to pieces not long ago, I started jotting down the things I would need to find out from Victoria. Number of people, invites or open, favorite desserts, theme or favorite color, allergies, name of the school Millie was leaving to attend? The list went on. Satisfied that I had captured most of my thoughts, I stuck the spiral notepad into a purse. Church today meant I’d give the regular cargo pant wardrobe a break and wear a dress instead. 
 
    Time for breakfast. I whipped up some sausage balls, oozing with sharp cheese and tanging with spicy seasonings, plated a handful, and carried them with a glass of tea back to the couch. I didn’t get lazy mornings very often; I planned to take full advantage of my lounge time. Flipping on the news, I bit into the moist, delicious sausage ball as I watched reports of the damage from yesterday’s storm. Seven inches of water measured in most areas. The worst part of the forecast predicted that more would soon follow. Hurricane Loretta charted a course for Florida with building strength. Whether the hurricane would also make landfall here, or only send another deluge of water remained undetermined. 
 
    Thank God that Griff installed that canopy. Looks like we may need it soon after all. 
 
    I paused as I picked up the remote to flip channels. Deidra’s face splashed across the screen. A tableau of smaller images dotted the sidebar, all of Deidra as a teen. Wincing, I turned up the volume. 
 
    “Teenage miscreant becomes town menace?” The nasally voice on the television posed the question. “Sources say these scandalous photos of Deidra Lowe, first lady of Seashell Bay and wife to Mayor Lowe, are only the beginning of an unveiling of her past, and present, sins.” 
 
    Clicking the television off, I looked down at my empty plate. Good thing I had already polished off breakfast; now I’d lost my appetite. 
 
    ~ 
 
    The church sanctuary filled up quickly. Of course, I arrived several minutes early, so finding a seat wasn’t a problem. Sam and I attended services more regularly now that we took Sunday mornings off from the bakery. Today, however, Pastor Dan had mentioned that a special guest would be introduced and hinted that we should be there. 
 
    “Did you save us a seat?” Sam whispered. The choir and instruments began their first notes as she and BeeBee slid into seats beside me without waiting for an answer. 
 
    Worship music and singing lasted for half an hour. As the last chords were sung, Pastor Dan ascended the steps to the platform. “Good morning, good morning.” He smiled, displaying large white teeth. “Today’s service is going to be a tad different than our normal Sunday morning. Of course, that means you all get a break from me preaching.” 
 
    The congregation laughed as a body. One or two peopled hooted out amen. 
 
    Pastor Dan laughed right along with everyone. When the room quieted, he grew serious. “I am pleased to introduce a new member of our community, of this church, and the head of a brand-new focused ministry.” Stretching an arm out to the side, he waved someone up to join him from the front row. 
 
    Landon jogged up the steps and shook Pastor Dan’s hand, enveloping him with the other arm in that universal male hand-shake / back-slap version of a hug. 
 
    “Brothers and sisters, this is Landon.” A smattering of applause sounded before the introduction continued. “Landon, why don’t you take a few minutes to explain your role and our churches role for the new ministry program.” 
 
    “Thank you, Pastor.” Landon waved to the congregation. Dressed in khaki pants and a navy polo shirt, he presented a very professional image. “A few of you may remember the fundraiser that local businesses and Sandy Shores Evangelical Church participated in earlier this year to raise money for Breaking Chains. I work with Breaking Chains, identifying victims of human trafficking and reaching out, giving them opportunities to get free and receive help.” 
 
    A murmur rippled through the chairs. 
 
    Landon continued speaking. His voice carried strong and clear I noticed wryly, thinking of my own fear of public speaking and the struggle it had brought me weeks ago. It still felt like yesterday. I shuddered, relieved that it wasn’t me standing behind that podium with a microphone. I tuned back in to the words being spoken. 
 
    “I’ve spent years operating on my own, or in a small group with other members of Breaking Chains. The past few months, I’ve realized that one of the things missing from my life is one of the same things missing from the lives of so many victims. Connection. Roots. Somewhere to call home.” 
 
    Glancing at Sam, I saw that she was smiling and nodding. Reaching over, I squeezed her hand. She squeezed back. On the other side of her, BeeBee studied her fingernails. She remained attentive to Landon’s speech; I could tell by the slight angle of her head, ear up and to the front of the room. I imagined any reminder of her previous life was difficult. I nudged Sam and nodded my head toward BeeBee. 
 
    Sam took my hint. She clasped BeeBee’s hand and we sat there, linked together hand-to-hand, as we listened to Landon’s plans unfolding. 
 
    “I’m proud to say that I’ve found my own home, here in Seashell Bay. Not a house, mind you. I’m still looking for one of those; see me after church if you have a spare.” Everyone laughed as he pointed a finger out at the crowd of people. “But really, I found some great people. Connected with them. Am looking forward to coming to know the rest of you as well. I found a true home, at last. And so, I asked Breaking Chains if I could begin an extension of their relief and recovery division right here. They agreed and Pastor Dan graciously invited me to use this church and all of you, wonderful people, as the home base of operations. You will all be on the ground floor of building this ministry.” 
 
    A loud clapping sounded this time. BeeBee, Sam, and I broke hands and joined in. 
 
    “It is our goal with this ministry to provide that very same connection and spirit of togetherness that I found here to aid those who are rescued from various human trafficking situations, to help heal them emotionally and give them opportunities to thrive physically. I’m going to turn things back over to Pastor Dan now. We have pamphlets in the back for you to sign up if you would like to receive more information, volunteer time or resources, or make suggestions for ways you think this ministry could operate to meet those goals.” 
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     “Did you know?” Church let out early and I walked down the steps beside Sam. 
 
    “Know what? That Landon would be working at the church?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Nope,” she shrugged. “But maybe he had planned to tell me yesterday while I showed him different houses and apartments.” 
 
    “Maybe so.” I looked around. BeeBee and Landon were a few steps behind us. 
 
    I looked out at the ocean, close enough to be visible although the sound of the waves breaking was lost in the distance. The water showed signs of the storm; darker, rougher, and with spots too small to see in detail but that I imagined were little bits of debris and seaweed floating on the top. 
 
    Griff materialized at my right shoulder. “Did Sam tell you about lunch?” 
 
    “She did. Will I see you after?” 
 
    “You bet. Unless you want to come to lunch and see me now?” 
 
    “No way. I’m going to sit this one out,” I shook my head multiple times. “Deidra on a normal day, that I can handle. Deidra after the media smear I saw this morning, I’m not coming within two blocks of that ticking time bomb.” 
 
    Griff and Sam each grimaced. “Trust me,” Sam pushed hair behind her ears. “I’ve been trying to think of a way out all morning. Ever since that headline on TV.” 
 
    “I saw it. There is good news though.” 
 
    We had stopped walking, waiting for BeeBee and Landon to catch up. “And what would that good news be exactly?” Sam wanted to know. 
 
    “Your hair is lilac. She hasn’t seen it yet so that will distract her at least through to the dessert course.” 
 
    Griff burst out laughing. “Thanks, Sis. You’re always taking one for the team.” He play-tapped her on the chin. 
 
    Pursing her lips, Sam prepared a retort but Griff was saved from her barbs by BeeBee and Landon. 
 
    “Lunch?” Landon asked. 
 
    Sam shook her head. “Mother’s house.” 
 
    “Same.” Griff tipped his head at Landon, then BeeBee, then hugged me goodbye. He and Sam crossed the parking lot to their respective vehicles. 
 
    “That leaves you two.” Landon smiled. 
 
    “Bakery,” I shrugged. 
 
    “Same.” BeeBee laughed. “Technically, it’s the flower shop for me.” 
 
    “Tell you what though. You can bring us lunch to the bakery.” I winked. 
 
    “That’s fine by me.” Landon agreed. “We can have whatever you want.” 
 
    “What about Victoria and Millie? Or Flo?” BeeBee looked to me. 
 
    “Maybe pizza for everyone?” Landon swiveled his head between us, gauging our reactions. 
 
    BeeBee grinned. 
 
    My stomach growled. “Sounds perfect! Get three or four mediums and bring them around back to the kitchen.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    BeeBee and I hopped into my truck and made for the bakery. Flo and she would only be working in the back today, not open for customers. 
 
    “I’ll text you when the pizza gets here,” I told her as she hustled to the back door of Flo’s Flowers and I unlocked the kitchen door for the Ooey Gooey. 
 
    She gave a nod, then disappeared inside. 
 
    By the time I had my apron tied on, Victoria and Millie had arrived. 
 
    “Millie, would you mind opening up the front and running the register this afternoon?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Millie smiled. “Do you want me to take any cookies up to add to the display case?” 
 
    I pulled a couple of boxes from the counter, baked fresh yesterday evening. “These need to go in. Thank you.” 
 
    The swinging door barely whooshed closed behind Millie when Victoria started spewing ideas. “We need to have so many cookies. Or a cake. Can we have both? Oh! And we should totally invite Millie’s parents, too. Piper, how are we going to do all of the regular baking plus all of the extra baking, yet somehow keep it a secret?” 
 
    “Well, first, we don’t have a meltdown.” I interrupted, worried the girl would soon have herself hyperventilating. “Deep breaths.” 
 
    “Okay.” Victoria inhaled through her nose, closing her eyes. Before I could count to four, her eyes popped back open. “Drinks!” The word came out in a panicked whisper. “What will we do for drinks. The bakery just makes food. And coffee. But Millie doesn’t drink a whole ton of coffee you know.” 
 
    “Alright, you sit. I’ll bake.” I guided her to the island in the center of the kitchen. “And while you are sitting, I want you to fill out all the things on this list that you know. The ones you don’t know, you and I will brainstorm later.” I plopped the notebook in front of her. “And Victoria, we have a massively giant fridge. We will buy drinks.” I fished a pen from the junk drawer in the corner and handed it to her. “Now, get started. We will throw Millie an epic going away party, don’t you worry.” I laid a reassuring hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Throwing me a grateful look, Victoria got down to business. For a time, the scratching and scribbling noises of the pen competed with the sounds of ingredients being measured into bowls. Or not measured, as often happened to be the case when I baked. Sometimes, you just had to feel the right amounts. 
 
    A knock sounded at the back door. I hurried to unlock it. Landon entered. Pizza boxes were stacked up to his chin. 
 
    “Somebody order a pizza?” He raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Get in here, you goofball. That’s a whole lot of pizza.” I steered him toward the island. Victoria, so engrossed in party planning notes that she didn’t hear him, jumped when five boxes of pizza dropped onto the table a few inches from her face. 
 
    “I’ll text BeeBee.” I reached for the notebook. “Let me hold this and you can grab Millie from up front if there are no customers.” 
 
    “What if there are customers?” 
 
    “I’ll go up front while Millie eats.” Landon moved toward the swinging door as he offered. “Then I get to eat all of the leftover pizza that y’all don’t finish.” 
 
    Victoria asked if he had any idea how much pizza teenage girls could consume in one sitting and I laughed out loud. Landon went up front, shaking his head; Millie joined us immediately. BeeBee and Flo came through the back door within a minute of my text. I passed around napkins and we all dug in with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Does anyone think we should leave some pizza for Landon?” BeeBee asked after ten minutes of chit-chat and pizza. Several boxes were getting bare. 
 
    “If you insist.” I winked and went to relieve Landon. Natural charm oozed from Landon; he had a whole cue of people in line along with a growing stack of cookies balanced on the counter beside him. I watched curiously as the next customers, a sweet married couple that spent an hour each Sunday afternoon together here at the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery, moved forward and pointed out their requests. 
 
    “One Snickerdoodle Surprise and one Oatmeal Raisin.” Landon pulled not one, but two of each cookie from the display case. One of each he bagged and handed across the counter to Ed and Mary. The other two he added to the leaning tower of cookies that were stacked dangerously close to his elbow. 
 
    After the line dwindled, I cleared my throat. 
 
    “I know you’re back there,” Landon turned. “And I’m guessing you’ve been wondering about this little stack of cookies.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look so little from here.” The stack wobbled precariously. I hoped nobody in the café sneezed; I feared the slightest breeze would send the stack cascading to the floor. 
 
    “You mind?” Landon handed me a large to-go bag. I took the bag and held it just below counter-level. In a giant swoop, he put all of the cookies inside. 
 
    “And what are these cookies for?” 
 
    “Everything everyone ordered sounded irresistible. I made the obvious choice and decided not to resist.” Landon shrugged. “Besides, now you can consider your debt for the pizza paid.” 
 
    “I got the better end of that deal.” Pizza was expensive, especially the ooey gooey stuffed crust pizza that Landon had bought. 
 
    “Sam and I didn’t know you were starting a branch of Breaking Chains here. Are you excited?” 
 
    “Definitely. I’ve got to tell you, Piper, I didn’t realize what I’d been missing out on until I reconnected with you and met all of your friends.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve been so wrapped up in work that I didn’t take time to form relationships. I had buddies in our teams, of course. That was all I did though; spend my time in seedy places, seeing the worst of humanity, stressing myself out about fixing it.” 
 
    “It sounds like you were busy trying to take care of everyone but yourself.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He ran a hand across the back of his neck. “When I saw how close you and Sam, even Griff, all were I got a little jealous. Then, when you and Sam came to find Griff and I, it all clicked. You didn’t care that you put yourselves in danger. You had each other’s backs no matter what. I knew that I needed to make some changes in my life.” 
 
    “Getting to spend more time with Sam didn’t make the decision to uproot and move any harder did it?” I laughed at the sheepish look that crossed Landon’s face. “Go on to the kitchen. They may have eaten your pizza by now.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    “She’s infuriating!” Sam’s voice exploded into the relative silence of the bakery as she and Griff came through the front door a little before three in the afternoon. She brushed past Mina, the little palm swaying in the breeze of her wake. 
 
    I looked around. A few customers watched Sam, then dropped their gazes and spoke in whispers. Others merely glanced up in surprise and then munched happily on their snacks unfazed. 
 
    Sam dropped her voice to a harsh whisper as she approached the counter. “I need chocolate before I do something I regret.” 
 
    Opening the display case, I stepped out of her way. I raised my eyes to Griff in question and was surprised to find his countenance equally stormy as Sam’s tone. “Want to talk about it?” 
 
    Before either of them answered, the bell above the door jingled. “Griff, I’m so sorry.” The leggy woman rushed up to the counter, her knee length pink dress swishing around her knees. I’d only seen her from a distance before but I’d hazard a guess that this was Kendra. 
 
    “I had no idea your mother planned to ambush you like that, truly. I apologize and wanted to let you know that I will not be accepting any more invitations from her.” Kendra gathered herself, standing taller. “You left before I could explain.” 
 
    My head spun, trying to catch on to missed events. Sam continued to examine cookies. Griff rubbed both hands over his face like he was trying to wake up from a bad dream. Giving up on being brought into the loop, I extended a hand. “Hi, I’m Piper. Welcome to Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery.” 
 
    “It’s so nice to meet you!” The woman gushed and shook my hand. “I’m Kendra. Thank you for sending those sweet flowers to dinner with Griff. I’ve been wanting to come and say hello but work has kept me tied up.” 
 
    “Hi, Kendra. Can I get you a cookie?” 
 
    Sam stood then. “Here, have one of the sandwich cookies.” She handed over a Sugar Cookie Sandwich with the Lemon Whipped Cream Filling. 
 
    I leaned down and pulled out a Triple Chip Chocolate Cookie and offered it to Griff. He smiled, tossing the whole cookie in his mouth at once. 
 
    “I take it that lunch was less enjoyable than expected?” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    Sam wiped her mouth with a napkin. “You could say that. You could also say having your fingernails removed one at a time isn’t the best way to get a manicure.” She crumpled the napkin up into a tiny ball. 
 
    “There’s pizza in the back. Landon brought it.” 
 
    The words weren’t long out of my mouth before Sam escaped to the kitchen. I turned back to Griff and Kendra. “Well. Which of you would like to fill in the blanks?” I gestured to an empty tabletop next to the counter. I would be able to hop up and help customers if needed, but until then curiosity chewed at my insides like Bugs Bunny on a carrot. 
 
    “Mother,” Griff’s lips curled in distaste, “didn’t invite only Sam and I to lunch. She also invited Kendra and Garrett.” 
 
    “Garrett?” I tilted my head. The name sounded familiar. “You mean Garrett like hospital-flowers-sending Garrett? The one Sam is supposed to go to the mayoral dinner shindig with?” 
 
    “The one and the same,” Kendra nodded. “And Deidra made it sound like I would be a part of that day too – as Griff’s date.” She held up a hand as my mouth dropped. “Griff and I made it very clear that would not be happening, that we would not be seeing each other. Deidra invited me to lunch on the pretense that she and Mayor Lowe were interested in my new business.” 
 
    “Let me guess, somehow the business never came up?” 
 
    Kendra nodded. “You got it.” 
 
    Griff sighed. “That isn’t the craziest part of it.” 
 
    “Shoot.” I noticed Grandpa Rex making his way toward the counter, two grandkids in tow. “Save that thought.” I joined the trio and asked Timmy and Tommy if they had been playing in the mud puddles. 
 
    “No m’m,” the freckle-faced one answered glumly. 
 
    “Can’t get our Sunday clothes messy.” His brother frowned. “Momma doesn’t like messy.” 
 
    “I have to agree with your mom on that one.” I ruffled their hair. “Now, tell me what you two would like today.” 
 
    After bagging up several Domino Doubles, I waved goodbye to the cheery family and sat back down with Griff and Kendra. “Where were we? That’s right, as always, you said things were even worse than the surprise dining companions.” Where Deidra was concerned, worse than imagined seemed to be the common theme. 
 
    “She also insisted on a wardrobe fitting.” 
 
    “A what?” I sputtered. 
 
    “A wardrobe fitting.” Sam spoke from behind me, having come out from the kitchen without my notice. She pulled up another chair. We all scooted round to make more space. “Mother ordered outfits and hired a tailor to come after lunch today and take measurements so that the clothes could be fitted and fixed before Thursday.” 
 
    “The dinner is this Thursday?” I wouldn’t touch the subject of matching outfits yet. No way. 
 
    “Yes. And, obviously, since I declined Deidra’s less than courteous insistence that I be present, you still have to schedule your own fitting.” Kendra delivered the news with a somber expression. 
 
    I wanted to laugh. One look at Griff and Sam confirmed the truth of it though. Griff would take me as his date, but I would have to conform to Deidra’s version of presentable. “I’ll get more chocolate.” At this rate, if another bit of bad news came our way, I’d have to close the Ooey Gooey due to us eating all the stock. 
 
    “I should really get going.” Kendra stood, smoothing down her skirt. “Piper, how much do I owe you for the cookie?” 
 
    “Nothing.” I waved off her cash. 
 
    “Fine. But when I get my business up and going, I would love for you and Sam to cater dessert at the grand opening.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    Sam nodded. “We would love to. What is your business going to be?” 
 
    “A seafood and burger joint on the outskirts of town. I’m signing the papers this week to take over ownership.” Kendra’s entire face brightened. She waved her hands around as she described her vision. “The plan is to shut it down for a month, renovate, and reopen under a new name: The Seawitch’s Seafood & Pool.” 
 
    “That’s why you saw me with Kendra at that seafood and burger place.” Griff explained. “She asked me to give it a look before she made an offer, see what work would need to be done to bring it up to code. We looked at the lot behind it too, to make sure a small pool and splash pad zone could be added.” 
 
    “But Deidra?” Confusion lingered over how and why Deidra had become involved. 
 
    “She heard from a friend of a friend or a rumor, who really knows, that I took Kendra to lunch. Not having the full story, she latched on to the idea that she could secure a match with an up-and-coming lawyer for me.” 
 
    “And unaware that I had left behind the law career. Too ugly.” Kendra frowned. “Too stressful. I want to create an oasis of fun for people who need to unwind. Somewhere to bring your kids for a playdate without having to eat a greasy over-processed kid’s meal.” 
 
    “That’s going to be amazing.” Impressed by her passion and goal, I felt myself warming up to Kendra. The little green monster retreated back to the dark corners of my mind, realizing she wasn’t a threat, just another target of Deidra’s scheming. 
 
    “Thanks. And I plan to make an elegant and unique menu for adults plus a really special menu for the kids. Theirs will include lots of sea creatures and mermaids. What do you think of The Seaweed Sandwich as a choice?” 
 
    “Kids will eat it up.” Sam winked. “Really, that is a fantastic idea. We can theme our desserts in a similar fashion.” 
 
    I jumped in, too, ideas popping into my head like crazy. “Madeleines with little sugar pearls inside. Starfish cookies. It’ll be a blast.” 
 
    Kendra clapped her hands. “I’m so excited! Even more so, now that I’ve tasted more of your delicious desserts.” 
 
    “Where’s Gladys?” Griff asked after Kendra left. 
 
    I slapped my forehead. “We forgot to tell you? She got mystery flowers from Chef Fabio, I mean Frédéric, and asked for the next few days off.” 
 
    “Are they really mystery flowers if you know who they’re from?” Griff raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “The note was a mystery.” Sam smacked him on the arm. “And the need to take off for several days is odd; she’s already part-time help.” 
 
    “I’m sure Gladys will tell you when she’s good and ready.” Griff stretched. “I think I’m going to go home and watch the ball game.” He kissed me on the cheek and hugged Sam. 
 
    I didn’t even ask what ball game, who was playing or anything else. A sports fan I am not and I didn’t plan to start now; a fact I felt certain Griff knew. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
    “You aren’t planning to come over tonight?” Sam followed me to the counter. 
 
    “No. Victoria and I have work to do.” I filled Sam in on the partial game plan for Millie’s going away party. 
 
    “What do you need me to do to help?” 
 
    “You and BeeBee could shop for the party supplies, plates, cups, drinks and whatever. I think Victoria is almost done filling in the blanks on my list.” I pulled the notebook from my apron. “I’ll get her to finish it and you and BeeBee can shop sometime this week.” 
 
    “Great. That’s right up my alley.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it.” 
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    Tuesday morning, a loud thud registered through my groggy dreams and I jerked awake. Images of bullets tearing through my home flashed through my mind. Shaking them off, I listened. Monday had passed in a monotonous drizzle, both at work and in weather. Today, wind and rain drummed outside. I shuffled to the curtained window and peeked out. An empty trash can slammed up against the wall, again and again, trapped between it and the air conditioning unit. Having identified the culprit responsible for my early wake-up call, I decided it was now time for breakfast. 
 
    I realize many people would simply go back to bed at three in the morning, but there was a little dish I’d been wanting to try. Flipping on the light in the kitchen, I grabbed a stick of butter from the fridge. Walnuts and honey from the pantry, pears from the bowl on the table. Brown sugar from the canister on the counter and a little nutmeg from the spice cabinet completed my line of ingredients. 
 
    I know. I know. Baked fruit is supposed to be for fall and winter. With the storm brewing outside, comfort food was calling my name. Using a food processor, I chopped the walnuts to a very small size, mixed them with melted butter, and pressed them into a miniature pie pan. See – sensible sized breakfast; it’s not like I was making an entire pie plate of Pear & Walnut Crumble. Slicing and coating the pears with the honey, brown sugar, and nutmeg was next. Then top it off with a little walnut and brown sugar, place foil over the top, and it would be ready to pop in the oven. 
 
    I dressed while I waited for my breakfast to bake. Digging my raincoat from the back of my closet, I wondered briefly where my umbrella might be at. In the end, I decided against hunting for it. I always felt like I got more wet struggling to close it and get in the truck than when I just went without an umbrella. 
 
    Beep. 
 
    I started toward the kitchen then realized that sound was from my phone, not the oven timer. Reversing my steps to the bedroom, I picked up the phone and tapped over to my messages. 
 
    Victoria: Can you give us a ride to work? Storm is supposed to get worse. 
 
    Me: Absolutely! 
 
    Victoria: TY 
 
    Me: Send the address. 
 
    The oven timer buzzed at last. While the crumble cooled, I plugged the address into my navigation then texted Sam to let her know I would be picking up Victoria and Millie for work. I didn’t want her to worry if we were a few minutes late. 
 
    Deliciousness oozed from my Pear & Walnut Crumble as I cut into it with a fork. Tasty; too bad I didn’t have time to savor it. Victoria and Mille were at her aunt’s house a ways out near where Gladys lived. I needed to leave soon to make up for the extra time that driving there and back to the bakery in the heart of town would take. 
 
    ~ 
 
    “Griff must have sent someone over yesterday afternoon to install a canopy for Flo.” No surprise that I hadn’t noticed. Yesterday might have been the busiest Monday we’d seen all summer. I walked into the kitchen and blinked in the bright lights. Sam had indeed beat us to work. 
 
    “Yeah, I remember him mentioning it.” Sam closed the walk-in-fridge and placed several bowls of dough on the counter and island, juggling not to drop them before she got them settled. 
 
    “I’ll go turn on the lights and make sure everything in the café is ready to open.” Millie squeezed past Sam and I to the swinging door. 
 
    “Do you want me to mix new dough or bake the mixed dough?” Victoria slid into her apron and looked between the two of us for instructions. 
 
    “Why don’t you mix? I’ll help Piper get cookies on pans.” Sam passed me a few sheet pans. 
 
    Victoria fist-pumped the air. “Awesome.” 
 
    “Did Landon find any houses or apartments he liked yesterday while you showed him around?” I knew they had spent several hours looking, trying to fit in as many viewings as possible in case the storm interfered with future tours today or tomorrow. 
 
    “One or two. He wanted to look at them again before deciding.” 
 
    “House or apartment?” 
 
    “One of each.” 
 
    I tried to picture Landon in a cozy little house. Failed. “Did y’all have a nice time?” 
 
    Sam’s face lit with pleasure. “We did! Landon is so easy to talk to, funny; I really like him.” Her smile drooped slightly. 
 
    “What’s that face for?” I paused from scooping dough, watching her face closely. 
 
    “I hate that I have to go to the dinner at the country club with Garrett when I might’ve had a chance to enjoy myself if Landon were escorting me.” She groaned. “Now I’ll be doubly miserable.” 
 
    “Sunday at lunch, was that the first time you met Garrett?” 
 
    Sam rolled her eyes. “Yes, though from what I could tell he’s been a frequent guest at the house. It’s odd.” 
 
    I laughed. “Odd that someone could be friends with your mother? Yes, yes, it is.” 
 
    Sam smirked. “No. More than that. Garrett looks strangely familiar, but I know I’ve never met him until this weekend. I feel like I should be able to place him though.” 
 
     “I’m sure you’ll think of it.” I shrugged. “You never know, maybe he just has one of those faces.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Sam took one full tray to slip into the oven as I resumed scooping dough onto another. “Have you taken care of your Thursday night wardrobe fitting yet?” She hip-bumped me as she returned to the island. 
 
    “What do you need a wardrobe fitting for?” Victoria threw a quizzical look over her shoulder. 
 
    “For the big schmoozing-dinner Mayor Lowe’s supporters are throwing on Thursday evening.” I turned back to Sam. “Speaking of, no I haven’t been fitted and you haven’t told me what we have to wear either.” I narrowed my eyes at Sam. She loved clothes. Granted, she preferred picking them out herself; still, the fact that she hadn’t described in any way the apparel chosen for this event smelled suspicious. 
 
    “It’s one of those things that is indescribable; you’ll have to see it yourself.” 
 
    “Fine. Where do I have this fitting?” I pursed my lips. “It seems unlikely your mother is going to welcome me to her house and call back her special tailor.” 
 
    “I’ll call and set up the appointment with Vinny.” 
 
    “Vinny?” I raised my brows. 
 
    “Vincent Von Vaughn. Tailor extraordinaire, at least according to him.” 
 
    Victoria snorted and I laughed out loud. “You’re kidding me, right?” I looked hard at Sam. “That can’t be his real name.” 
 
    “I assure you; it is.” 
 
    “And he likes to be called Vinny?” 
 
    “Hates it.” Sam winked. My sides split with laughter. I couldn’t wait to meet this tailor, Vinny. 
 
    When I stopped laughing, I told Sam to call him. “Set it up for tonight, unless you’re busy. You are definitely coming with me.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it,” Sam promised. She stepped out the back door to make the call. I caught a glimpse of the darkening sky. 
 
    “I better check the weather report.” I rooted around in my pant pocket until I felt my phone. Pulling it out, I was surprised to see a message from Gladys. 
 
    Gladys: Back at the bakery tomorrow if that is okay? 
 
    Typing quickly, I responded. 
 
    Me: Sounds good. Everything alright? 
 
    Gladys: All is good. Been very busy. 
 
    Me: Okay. We will see you tomorrow. 
 
    Gladys: Will Sam be there tomorrow? And girls? 
 
    Me: Yes. We should all be here. 
 
    Gladys: Good. 
 
    I frowned. Why would Gladys need to know we would all be here? Her rushed leave of absence and silence about the flowers had me worried. What if Chef Fabio, sorry Frédéric, had broken things off with her and she was too embarrassed to confide in us? What if she had been home with nobody but Jack and Drew for company. My phone beeped again. 
 
    Gladys: One last favor? 
 
    Me: Yes? 
 
    Gladys: Almond Truffles. 
 
    I grinned at the screen. That was a dessert, not a favor. And since she hadn’t requested something drowning chocolate in chocolate, I could safely assume she was not in emotional turmoil. 
 
    Me: They will be awaiting your taste-testing skills. 
 
    Back to business. I pulled up the local weather station and skimmed the radar map. And gulped. Hurricane Loretta had increased to a category 5 storm. Landfall in Florida was imminent. The wind and rain that Seashell Bay and other such towns up and down the coast could expect to get as part of the fallout was frightening. 
 
    The back door rattled. Sam came back inside, shutting the door with a heave. “Things are really starting to pick up out there.” 
 
    I turned the phone to face her. “Change of plans. You and BeeBee are staying at my place tonight. Griff too if he wants.” 
 
    “Why?” Her eyes roamed the article, eyes widening. 
 
    “Because I’d feel better without you on the edge of the ocean if it decides to roar up as part of the hurricane and come inland, that’s why.”  
 
    “Sounds reasonable to me.” Victoria spoke from behind the stand-mixer. “I’m glad we are a little further inland during times like this. Is the storm really supposed to get bad?” 
 
    I nodded grimly. “It may make the storm earlier this week look like mere mist.” 
 
    “When should we expect it?” 
 
    “The weather apps predict it will start by two this afternoon.” I looked over at Sam. “Do you need to go home and get clothes?” 
 
    “Nah.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows in disbelief. My friend wasn’t the type of person to wear the same outfit two days in a row – even if all she did was sit on the couch in it – and yet she expected me to believe she would be fine to not have a change of clothes after baking and working all day in the ones she wore. Not buying it. 
 
    Reading my mind, or perhaps the not-so-concealed doubt flashing across my face, Sam said, “I have a few clothes in the car. They should work and if I have to stay longer than a day,” she shrugged, “well, there is always shopping.” 
 
    Shopping. How could I not have factored shopping into the equation? 
 
    The oven timer buzzed and I moved to grab a couple of oven mitts. 
 
    Sam surveyed the kitchen. She and I had successfully cleaned out the bowls of dough. Everything from them was either baking or awaiting its turn in the oven. “I’m going to help Millie out front.” She pushed through the swinging door. 
 
    “Shoot!” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Victoria asked. 
 
    “Nothing. I just forgot to tell Sam that Gladys would be back tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh, cool!” 
 
    I smiled. “That reminds me, are you ready for your next baking challenge?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “How well do you know your way around a truffle?” 
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    After explaining the basics of a truffle – actually, several styles of truffle - to Victoria, I left her to handle capturing the almond flavors and truffle style in whatever way she saw fit. Finding Sam and Millie chatting in the café, I joined them. 
 
    “Just the two people I needed to see.” 
 
    “What’s up?” Sam leaned against the counter. 
 
    “Gladys is coming in to work tomorrow. For whatever reason, she wanted to be sure we would all be here.” 
 
    “Assuming the hurricane doesn’t blow us away.” Millie glanced out the front windows at the darkening sky. 
 
    While we were all looking outside, in strolled one of our local firemen. His boyishly handsome face seemed to make him entirely too young for such a dangerous job. I’d guess eighteen or nineteen at best. I didn’t know him but soon gathered that Millie did. 
 
    “Hiya, Millie.” The fireman winked and tugged on his suspenders as he approached.  
 
    Sam waggled her eyebrows at me, turning her back to the strapping man making his way to the counter. “Millie, looks like this customer is all yours.” 
 
    “O-kay.” Millie took Sam’s place at the register with a puzzled look on her face. 
 
    Sam and I stepped back. I fiddled with the coffee pot. Sam folded napkins. And we listened. Shamelessly. 
 
    “Good morning. What can I get for you?” Millie asked, polite as ever. 
 
    “What do you recommend?” 
 
    “Everything is good. What did you get last time?” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at Sam. So, he’d been in before. I didn’t recognize him. 
 
    “I can’t remember. What’s your favorite?” The hunky firefighter smiled at Millie.  
 
    Millie’s brows crinkled thoughtfully. “I guess this week my favorites are the Cinnamon Bun Cookies.” 
 
    “Sounds great. I’ll take six.” 
 
    Millie retrieved the cookies from the display case, long blonde ponytail bouncing. As she bagged them up, the fireman interrupted. “You can leave two of those out,” he held out cash to pay for his order. 
 
    “Okay.” Millie placed two cookies on a napkin and accepted the wad of bills. She counted change back and handed it to him. “Have a nice day.” 
 
    “I hope so.” He sent another drool-worthy smile Millie’s way before he left. 
 
    “So?” I sidled up next to Mille. 
 
    “Huh?” She met my grin with confusion. 
 
    “Who’s the hunk?” Sam tossed a thumb over her shoulder toward the closing door. 
 
    “The fireman?” Mille’s expression cleared. “Oh, he’s a customer that never seems to know what he wants.” 
 
    “I think he knows what he wants.” I tapped my pointer finger on the counter beside the two cookies still sitting on a napkin. 
 
    Millie looked down. “Oh no! He forgot his other cookies.” Panic washed over her face. The young fireman was nowhere in sight on the sidewalk. 
 
    Sam leaned around me and slid the small rectangle from beneath the napkin. “I think Piper meant this.” 
 
    Millie picked up the piece of paper and flipped it over. 
 
    I waited. I did. An entire two seconds I waited before I peeked over her shoulder to read the hastily scrawled note. 
 
    Sweet treats for a sweet girl. Enjoy. Davy. 
 
    A phone number followed the signature. I shot Sam a thumbs up; she couldn’t see the note, but our instincts had been right. Mr. Handsome Fireman Davy was flirting with our little Millie. 
 
    We waited for Millie to speak. 
 
    Sam, nearly as impatient as me, finally prodded her. “Well? What’s it say?” 
 
    Millie handed over the paper. Sam read it. “Are you going to call him?” she asked. 
 
    “What?” Millie snapped out of her speechlessness. 
 
     “Millie,” Sam placed both palms on the counter and leaned forward. “You can’t tell me you didn’t see that boy flirting with you.” 
 
    “And he bought you cookies,” I added helpfully. A man who knows the value of keeping sugar in a woman’s life might be worth a closer look at. Lucky for me, I’d already found such a man. 
 
    “Are you sure? I mean, he was probably just being nice.” Millie twirled a loose piece of blonde hair by her ear. 
 
    “Honey.” Sam shook her head. “You said he comes in and never knows what he wants, right?” 
 
    Millie nodded. 
 
    “Let me guess: he always orders whatever you recommend?” 
 
    “Yeah, now that I think about it, that sounds right.” 
 
    I jumped in, taking over for Sam. “When was the first time he came in?” 
 
    “The day I accidentally flipped the fire alarm and set off all of the sprinklers.” Millie ducked her head, face reddening in embarrassment over the time she snagged the fire alarm with the broom handle and didn’t realize it. “He didn’t buy any cookies that day.” 
 
    “After that, he started coming to buy cookies though?” 
 
    Millie smiled. “Yes. I remember thinking that even though I goofed things up for you, at least some good came out of it because he must not have heard of the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery before that day.” 
 
    “He could buy cookies at the grocery store,” Sam told her. “He came back here because he met you. Today’s exchange could have told me that alone; if you need further proof, a note and a phone number should really be enough.” She handed the paper back. 
 
    We didn’t have time to discuss it further; Victoria popped up behind us from the kitchen with a tray full of truffles. “Who wants to try an Almond Crunch Truffle?” 
 
    My hand shot into the air. Sam and Millie’s followed swiftly behind. 
 
    Smiling, Victoria held out the tray with one hand, grabbing her own truffle with the other. “I haven’t tried them yet,” she admitted. “Plus, there’s another tray in the kitchen that I made completely different.” 
 
    I raised the powdered-sugar-coated chocolate ball up in the air. “A toast to truffles.” 
 
    Three truffles tapped my own. “Cheers,” Sam grinned. 
 
    I bit down directly in the center of the truffle. Tasty! I studied the layers of the truffle in my hand as I allowed the other half to roll around in my mouth, chewing slowly to discover each little surprise. Working my way outside to inside, I detected powdered sugar and cocoa powder, a coating chocolate for a crunchy outside shell, a soft brownie-like textured chocolate middle filled with chopped almonds, and a hint of almond extract. 
 
    “That is one good truffle!” Sam tossed the rest of hers into her mouth. 
 
    Millie, remaining somewhat lost in thought, continued to nibble on her own and nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Are you sure you’ve never made a truffle before?” I tilted my head at Victoria. Natural talent is one thing, but this girl was skilled. 
 
    “I’m positive. Eaten them, of course, but never made one.” She smiled. “Until you explained them, it always seemed too complicated.” 
 
    “You said you made others?” I finished eating the delectable little bite in my hand. 
 
    “Yep. Come on, we can go try those now.” Victoria spun toward the kitchen. 
 
    Following, I promised to bring one out for Millie and Sam to try. 
 
    A clap of thunder sounded. I glanced over my shoulder before the swinging door shut. Looked like the downpour was beginning early. Yikes. 
 
    ~ 
 
    Victoria’s White Chocolate Almond Truffles had been to die for, we all agreed. After sufficient taste-testing, we put the remainder of both types of truffles away. If Gladys came tomorrow and we didn’t have any, she would be one upset lady. 
 
    “Uh-oh. Not good.” 
 
    I looked over at Victoria, worried that a cookie disaster might be in progress, only to find her phone the object of her distress. “What’s the matter?”  
 
    We had been mixing up and baking extra cookies to have on hand tomorrow, in case the storm caused any electrical problems this evening. If we already had cookies baked, we could still open for business. 
 
    She grimaced, shaking her head, and handed me the phone rather than answering. 
 
    Uh-oh was right. Another headline, another unflattering photo. This time, Deidra of the present, not Deidra of the past, carousel-ed across a banner on social media. The post, submitted by screen name TheTruthWillOut, boasted the heading: A Rat by Any Other Name Would be as Hideous. 
 
    The photos…oh the photos! First up, Deidra tripping in the gopher hole at the courthouse; someone had caught it in full-on digital color, down to the irate red of her scowling face. Second spin, the banner photo showed flooded streets dotted with floating gopher traps. A few of the traps even had deceased rodents attached. Yuck! The final photo on the reel showed Deidra smiling, holding an umbrella. Tiny caption at the bottom of the post in bright red letters claimed: Town menace strikes. Deidra determined to destroy anything that she doesn’t like. Poison being detected entering public water mains. Is this from illegal quantities of poison used on gopher holes with no concern for groundwater? What secrets will the next storm reveal? Stay tuned to find out. 
 
    “This is bad. Very, very bad.” I gave the phone back to Victoria. 
 
    ~ 
 
    As the rain picked up that afternoon, customers dwindled. By four it was evident we might as well close up Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery for the day. Before we did, I pulled Sam aside for a pow-wow. Millie went to the kitchen to get a head start on cleaning. 
 
    “This is insane.” Sam scrolled through the loop of photos. “Now we have to worry about contaminated water supplies? No wonder someone is going after her; she thinks that rules don’t apply if she wants to get something done.” 
 
    “At least she can’t blame you for this one.” We were seated at one of the round tables in the café. Only two other people remained, finishing up the last bites of a shared pie slice, and I didn’t worry about them overhearing our conversation. I could barely hear our conversation. The torrential rain drowned out most sounds; I couldn’t imagine how loud it would be when we actually went outside to leave later. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “The angle this photo was taken from,” I tapped the photo of Deidra, legs splayed wide, one heel sunken in a gopher hole. “There isn’t any way you could have taken it from that direction or that far away considering she tripped trying to usher your patriotic-haired-self off the courthouse lawn.” 
 
    “Reason and logic will not stop my mother from blaming whomever she wants.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll give you that. But at least there is a chance she admits it couldn’t have been you, no matter how small.” 
 
    “I still can’t figure out what makes her think I have something to gain from ruining her image. This is all because the first picture included us both with wilder hair.” Sam leaned forward, resting her forehead in her hands. “I wish I knew who kept posting all of these things.” 
 
    “You know what Gladys would say, right?” 
 
    Sam groaned without looking up. 
 
    “Time to investigate.” 
 
    “How? Where?” She sat up, rubbing tension from her neck. “If there were a way to track the person behind the account ‘TheTruthWillOut’, don’t you think Mother would have found it by now?” 
 
    “We start with who would hate your mother enough to try and ruin her.” 
 
    Sam arched a thin eyebrow at me in disbelief. 
 
    “Okay, let me clarify. We figure out who, out of the admittedly long line of people who hate your mother, would have access close enough to her to take or discover these new and old photos.” 
 
    “You mean, like her assistants?” Sam tapped her long fingernails up and down on the table. 
 
    “Exactly. They would be a smart place to start. Didn’t she fire two more recently?” 
 
    “I’m sure. It’s really much too difficult to keep up with.” Sam sighed. 
 
    “Where do you think we can find the names of the last three or four assistants?” I rubbed my temples. Obviously, it wasn’t like we could approach Deidra for the information. 
 
    “We could ask the current assistant, I guess.” Sam shrugged. 
 
    “Unless the current assistant has it out for Deidra and gets suspicious of why we are asking questions.” 
 
    “Easy.” Sam smiled. “I’ll tell her that I’m looking to hire my own assistant.” 
 
    Lightning cracked outside. Our customers scurried out the door. I watched as the man attempted to hold an umbrella over his wife and keep it from blowing away at the same time. “Obviously we aren’t doing anything today.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Sam nodded and stood. “Let’s get this place closed up and go check on Flo and BeeBee.” 
 
    “Yeah. If they don’t plan to close early, maybe there is something we can help them with to get them finished sooner.” 
 
    Sam took one look at the rising water in the street. “I definitely hope Flo plans to close early.” 
 
    Flo did indeed decide to close early. She and BeeBee were washing down the flower cutting station when we knocked on the back door. “Come in, come in.” 
 
    Crossing the eight feet between the back door of Ooey Gooey and the back door of Flo’s Flowers had Sam and I both looking like drowned rats. “We’ll just stand by the door, so you don’t have to mop everywhere we drip.” I looked down at myself. Oh well; I’d be wetter than this by the time we got to the truck. Maybe I should have reconsidered the umbrella. 
 
    “We wondered if you needed any help getting finished with orders?” Sam held her hands out. “It is getting pretty bad out there and we closed the bakery early.” 
 
    “Millie and Victoria are waiting for a text whenever we get ready to take them home; they’ll lock up the bakery and meet us at the truck. Until then, we’re all yours.” I smiled. 
 
    “That’s very sweet!” Flo tossed a damp paper towel in the trash and pulled a dry one from the roll by the sink. “We actually planned to call it quits early today, too.” 
 
    “Do you need a ride?” It might be a tight fit to get everyone in my truck but I trusted it to handle potentially flooded roads much better than any car that sat much lower to the ground. 
 
    Flo shook her head. “No. I don’t live far from here. It will take me less than five minutes to get home.” Rain pounded harder on the roof, driven by furious winds. “Okay, maybe less than ten minutes,” Flo amended her estimate. “BeeBee can go ahead if you girls are ready.” 
 
    I glanced at Sam; she gave a barely perceptible shake. We stayed on the same wavelength most of the time and today was no exception. “No. We’ll wait until you leave. I’d feel better knowing we all got out of here together.” 
 
    Flo finished drying the counter. “Sounds good. I only need to give the shop out front a look, turn the lights out and lock up. Should be ready to go in no time.” 
 
    “No rush,” Sam assured her. 
 
    Flo had been right. In no time at all, the four of us huddled beneath the new canopy outside the back door as Flo turned the key in the lock. Across the way, Victoria gave me a thumbs up from below the bakery canopy; she had locked up and they were ready. I clicked the unlock button for my truck, the lights blinking in the gray light. For the middle of the afternoon, visibility was slim. Sheets of rain blew sideways and trash gusted through the back lot. The dumpster lid banged, blown open and pummeled by the wind. 
 
    “Text me when you get home.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Text me when you get home,” I yelled louder. When Flo nodded that she understood, we all took off running to the vehicles. Doors slammed in concert, one after the other, as we all piled into my truck. Sam’s door was the last to close. I looked over at her in my passenger seat and chuckled. Her pointy-heeled stilettos were clutched in her hand. 
 
    “At least I didn’t try to run in them.” She pursed her lips. 
 
    “But only you would have worn them to begin with on a day when the worst storm of the season had been forecasted.” I looked down at her bare feet. “Did your extra bag of clothes include rainboots, by any chance?” 
 
    Sam looked down at her bare feet, then out the window in the direction of her car which we couldn’t even see through the curtains of rain; she groaned. 
 
    “You didn’t get your clothes out of your car, did you?” 
 
    Slowly, she shook her head. 
 
    “I have them.” 
 
    Sam and I turned to stare at BeeBee scrunched behind Sam’s seat. Two large bags, one an army-green duffle and the other a quilted animal print tote, covered her entire lap and part of Victoria’s beside her. 
 
    Sam clapped her hands together. “You’re amazing.” 
 
    “When in the world did you grab those?” I knew there was no way she’d had time; I mean, Sam was the last one in the truck after all. 
 
    “Just now.” BeeBee shrugged. 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “I dashed over and got them on the way to the truck,” BeeBee said matter-of-factly. “I knew I needed mine and Sam’s bag happened to be in front of it in the backseat so I snagged them both since you said we were going to your place for the night.” 
 
    “Good grief you’re fast.” I eyed her in wonder. 
 
    “Oops. Does that mean I left my new car unlocked?” Sam chewed on her lip. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Let’s get home and get dry.” Flo had left the parking lot already, so I pulled out into the road, windshield wipers set to the highest setting or what I like to call see how long they can go this fast without flying off speed. 
 
    Victoria’s mom called with a change of plans. I drove both Victoria and Millie to Victoria’s Aunt Sophie’s home. It happened to be closer to downtown and a greater distance from the beach than Victoria’s house; Millie would stay with them tonight as well. From there we continued on to my apartment. I stuck to the main highways to avoid washed out roads. We only passed one wreck – a Corvette sideways in a ditch. 
 
    Street signs swayed precariously from traffic light poles. Lines in the road blurred, making lanes hard to distinguish. My knuckles gripped the wheel, clenched white, as I tried to avoid the same fate as the Corvette on the flooded roads. 
 
    “Home sweet home.” I sighed as I maneuvered the truck into the only parking spot that I could find close to my apartment door. “Ready to make a run for it?” I looked at Sam, then at BeeBee. Both nodded. 
 
    “One, two,” I grabbed the door handle. Sam reached back and took her tote bag from BeeBee. “Three!” We each hopped from the truck and dashed through the rain. Grateful for my cozy apartment being on the ground floor, doubly thankful it had a covered awning, I searched my key ring for the right key and in we went. 
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    “Scoot over.” I wedged myself between the end of the couch and Sam later that night, placing the tray of ooey gooey Oatmeal Butterscotch Cookies on the coffee table in front of us. BeeBee sat on the other end of the couch. The couch was new. A light tan color, Sam and I found it at a discount furniture store – boy was that an adventure –, along with the new side tables and a taller coffee table, when we went shopping to redecorate my apartment after the shooting. 
 
    Reaching for a cookie, BeeBee said, “Not that I’m complaining, but I thought you said you were making supper?” 
 
    “She did.” Sam paused the Cookie Cake-Off on TV and snagged two cookies at once. “This is Piper’s version of baked oatmeal.” 
 
    “Guilty.” I shrugged. “You are welcome to go raid the fridge if you want anything more though; it won’t hurt my feelings a bit.” 
 
    “Nope. Baked oatmeal is fine with me.” BeeBee winked and munched on her Oatmeal Butterscotch Cookie, holding a napkin below her chin to catch any crumbs. 
 
    “BeeBee, would you like to finish telling us about Eva?” Sam put a hand on BeeBee’s knee. It was the first time we had all three been alone together since she left off on the story Saturday. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I would. I didn’t expect it, but I’ve actually felt a little better since talking about her. Like she’s with me again, not just a figment of my imagination.” 
 
    I nodded. “You said that you got her out?” 
 
    “That’s right.” BeeBee leaned back on the couch, closing her eyes. “Mrs. Clark. I think that was the woman’s name; it’s been so long ago.” She sat back up. “There was this one woman who came in to get foot rubs. I don’t think the poor lady had any idea what other businesses were being run in that massage place. She came in every week for three months and boy did she love to talk. Over time, I could see that she was lonely. She only had a cat and a little bird for company.” 
 
    I laughed, picturing Granny, Sylvester, and Tweety-Bird in my mind. “That must have been a well-behaved cat to live with a bird.” 
 
    “Probably. Anyway, I started putting together a plan. One day, I snuck the keys out of her purse and hid my sister in her car.” BeeBee took a long drink from the tea glass in front of her. “Gosh was I nervous! If they caught us outside, we would have been in huge trouble. I still don’t know how we managed but I got Eva out the back door and hid her under a blanket in the backseat of Mrs. Clark’s car.” 
 
    “Maybe this is a dumb question,” Sam interrupted, “but why not just reach out to Mrs. Clark to help both of you?” 
 
    BeeBee cast sad eyes down to her lap. “Too afraid. If she didn’t believe us it would do no good, if she talked to the owners about what I said, they would hurt us, maybe even hurt her.” When neither Sam or I spoke further, BeeBee resumed her story. “Once Eva was hidden, I went back inside just in time to magically find Mrs. Clark’s keys under the massage table. She thanked me, handing me an extra tip, and left. One of the older girls snatched the tip from me and sent me to clean the bathrooms.” 
 
    “That’s it?” I gaped. “Wouldn’t Mrs. Clark have brought Eva back when she discovered her? You really never saw her again?” 
 
    A single tear rolled down the side of BeeBee’s nose. She flicked it away. “I never saw either of them again. As soon as the woman in charge of us realized Eva was missing that night, they packed us all up and shipped us out under the cover of darkness.” 
 
    “Why?” Sam’s brows furrowed. 
 
    “To minimize their risk. They moved us around often anyway, probably so we couldn’t make friends and spill to the clients. If someone ran away though, the move was immediate.” 
 
    “I guess they didn’t want the person coming back with the police or something.” I picked up another cookie and chewed thoughtfully. “And you’ve never tried to find Eva?” 
 
    “No. I couldn’t.” 
 
    “We can now.” 
 
    BeeBee and I both looked at Sam, who swiveled her head between us. 
 
    “What do you mean?” BeeBee frowned. 
 
    “We can look for her.” 
 
    “How?” Desperation hung heavy in the word. BeeBee’s fists tightened, her knuckles turning white, like she was holding on to something for dear life. 
 
    “Yes, please explain.” 
 
    “BeeBee, do you know what city you were in when you helped Eva to escape?” Sam clasped her hands together, hopeful. 
 
    “Umm…” BeeBee squeezed her eyes shut, rubbing her fingers in circles over her temples. “Fair-something, maybe?” 
 
    “Fairhope?” I guessed. 
 
    “Fairchild?” Sam shook her head. “No that isn’t it, sorry.” 
 
    “Fairfield?” I tried again. 
 
    “That’s it!” BeeBee bounced up. “Fairfield.” 
 
    “What about any other details?” 
 
    BeeBee closed her eyes, brows bunching together in concentration. “The sign on the way out of town.” She opened her eyes. “The population sign on the way out said 10,998. I remember seeing it in the bright headlights and thinking it would be much less than that with us gone. I also remember thinking the only good thing would be not smelling all the smoke from the factories around there anymore.” 
 
    Sam clapped her hands. “See? Now we have a name and a place to start.” 
 
    BeeBee sank back deeper into the couch. “I don’t know. It’s a long shot.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” I admitted. “Still, it is a shot and Sam’s right; I think we should take it, don’t you?” 
 
    “Let’s do it. Let’s find my sister.” BeeBee’s smile could have lit the room if the storm knocked out the power. 
 
    Which, at this point, was still possible. According to my weather app, things weren’t likely to lessen until the wee hours of the morning. 
 
    Sam’s thoughts must have been running along the same line as mine. “How does the storm look?” she asked, peering at my phone. 
 
    “Bad. The rain isn’t expected to let up for hours still.” I pulled up my contact list. “I’m going to call Griff. I thought that he would be here by now. And what about Landon?” 
 
    Sam shook her head. “He said he would be fine in the hotel; he’s in a lower level room and they expect rain to be worse here than wind anyway.” 
 
    I nodded to Sam as I heard Griff answer the phone. Holding it closer to my ear, I smiled into the mouthpiece. “Hey! Where are you?” 
 
    “On my way. Should be there in ten minutes.” 
 
    His response was short and voice tight. I glanced over at the rivers of water flowing down my window pane and imagined he was probably trying to concentrate on the road. “Great. Drive safe and we’ll see you in a minute.” We disconnected and I said a silent prayer that he would arrive here safely, glad that he hadn’t been stubborn and remained at the beach house. 
 
    “Griff is on his way. Why don’t we make a quick game plan for tomorrow while we wait?” 
 
    “By game plan, she means list.” Sam joked to BeeBee. 
 
    “Three lists.” I stuck my tongue out at my best friend. “One for each of us. Sam, is there anything you still need to get for Millie’s surprise going away party?” 
 
    “Nope. All of the decorations are bought and in the back of my car. We still need to do the baking tomorrow though.” 
 
    I started writing. “I’ll put that on my list and share with Victoria. I’ll also need to check the Ooey Gooey for leaks, storm damage, or flooding.” 
 
    “What can I do?” BeeBee nibbled on another cookie. 
 
    I stretched my legs out, resting the heels of my feet on the vintage aqua-painted coffee table. “I don’t know if flowers are like cookies but if Flo has some old flowers that aren’t going to get used before they die, you could put together a few small table arrangements to bring.” 
 
    “Sure, I can do that.” 
 
    “Sam, you start researching Clark’s in Fairfield. Let’s see if we can track down anything about Eva. BeeBee, maybe you can describe your sister to Millie. She’s a fantastic artist. I wouldn’t be surprised if she could make us a decent sketch to work with and if she can’t, she’ll know someone in her art class that can.” 
 
     “Okay. For the flowers, is the party Thursday or Friday night? I can’t remember.” 
 
    “Friday night,” I answered. 
 
    “Piper!” Sam batted me on the arm with the back of her hand. “We never did go do your fitting. That’s tonight.” 
 
    “Oh no! I completely forgot, with the storm and everything.” 
 
    Sam looked at her watch. “We’ve still got time.” She raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    BeeBee’s eyes grew to be the size of golf balls. “You two are seriously considering going back out in this mess?” 
 
    Knocking sounded on the door. I whisked my feet to the floor and jogged to the entry. Checking the peephole first, I opened the door and let Griff inside. He greeted me with a soft kiss. I laughed as water ran down his hair onto my face and we pulled apart. 
 
    “Quit making out and get in here,” Sam hollered from the other room. 
 
    Griff scowled and I rolled my eyes. With a last peck on the cheek, I turned and led Griff to the living room. 
 
    “Cookies for supper?” He took two cookies and the chair caddy-cornered to the couch as I wiggled back into my spot by Sam. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Nothing better.” 
 
    “Maybe some hot chocolate.” Sam ducked as I attempted to hit her with a throw pillow. “I’m just saying,” she pointed out the window. “On a night like this, hot chocolate would have been appropriate.” 
 
    “You know where the kitchen is.” 
 
    “Too late; we have to go.” 
 
    I groaned. 
 
    “Go? Go where? It’s a disaster out there.” 
 
    “To see Vinny.” Sam pulled a face. “We forgot that Piper’s fitting for the country club dinner is tonight.” 
 
    “No way; neither of you needs to go anywhere.” Griff crossed his arms. 
 
    I crossed my arms right back. “Hello. My house, my fitting, my decision. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “I know I agree.” Sam narrowed her eyes at her brother. “Last time I checked, we invited you to this party to for your safety, not the other way around.” 
 
    “Fine. That may have come out wrong, but it doesn’t make me wrong. Driving conditions are only worsening.” Griff splayed his palms on his knees, leaning forward. “Be smart and make the right decision.” 
 
    “Plus,” BeeBee chimed in, holding up the nearly empty platter of cookies. “If you two leave who is going to bake more of this deliciousness?” 
 
    I looked at Sam, sharing a silent conversation like we often do, and knew the decision was done. “We will stay as long as Vinny agrees to reschedule.” 
 
    Griff breathed a sigh of relief as I spoke. He looked to Sam. “You are easily as gifted in the powers of persuasion as Mother; use them. Call and get him to change the appointment, please.” 
 
    Sam leaned over and fished in her purse on the floor until she came out with her bedazzled gold phone. I looked at my plain gray phone case; some days, I’m surprised we’re friends. We all stayed quiet as she dialed and spoke to Vincent Von Vaughn. 
 
    “He’s coming over.” 
 
    “He’s what?” I yelped. 
 
    “He’s coming over,” Sam repeated. “Vinny is coming here to do your fitting. Says he is too booked to reschedule and too killable to not get an order done for Deidra.” 
 
    BeeBee coughed and spluttered, choking on a cookie. “Too killable?” 
 
    “He must have been reading all of the social media outrage over Deidra poisoning the gophers.” Seeing she had no idea what I was talking about, I pulled up a recent post and passed my phone over to bring BeeBee up to speed. 
 
    “Unexpected, but fine. At least you don’t have to drive in this mess.” Griff stood and wandered into the kitchen. 
 
    I heard the clank of ice cubes in a glass. “So,” I turned back to Sam. “When will Vinny be here?” 
 
    “He says between six and seven.” 
 
    A look at my watch told me it was nearing five p.m. “Good. Plenty of time to finish watching the Cookie Cake-Off.” A brand-new series on the Foodie Network, Cookie Cake-Off pitted five contestants against each other this week to build a three-layer cookie-cake with a beach theme. It was like this episode had been filmed just for us.
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    At half past six, Sam’s phone rang. “Hello?” she answered. “Yes. Yeah. Okay. Yep, that’s the one. Be right there.” 
 
    I gave her a questioning look. 
 
    “Vinny is here.” She sighed as she stood to her feet and extended an arm to help me up from the couch. “And he needs help bringing in his bags.” 
 
    “Bags? Please tell me he didn’t invite himself to our impromptu slumber party?” 
 
    Sam laughed at the appalled look on my face. “No. His bags of fabric and pins and tools for measuring.” 
 
    Griff rose from his chair. “If you three want to find a place for him to set up, I’ll help Vinny bring in his stuff.” 
 
    “Thanks, Griff.” I led Sam and BeeBee to my bedroom where we scooted furniture and tidied up. Thankfully, I was a fairly neat person, so the room didn’t need to be cleaned seriously or anything.  
 
    Hearing shuffling in the hall, I poked my head out of the bedroom door. I stifled the urge to laugh as I watched Griff plodding down the hall with garment bags and hat boxes and who knows what else towering above his head. 
 
    “Come on, come on. What, do you think I have all night?” A perturbed voice floated toward me from behind Griff.  
 
    Like a rabbit popping out of a hat, a head appeared to go with the voice. I jerked my head back inside the bedroom and leaned against the wall, widening my eyes at Sam as I tried to compose myself after my first sighting of Vincent Von Vaughn. “You,” I hissed, stabbing a finger at Sam as she hid her Cheshire grin behind one elegantly manicured hand. 
 
    “Me?” She squeaked. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me that Vinny was a dwarf!” 
 
    A masculine throat cleared behind me but the warning came too late. Griff took a step back as Vinny elbowed past his knees and entered my bedroom. 
 
    “My name, in case you care, is Vincent Von Vaughn, and I happen to have dwarfism but am not a dwarf; I do not spend my days picking through rubble singing terribly ridiculous tunes in hopes that I might find a diamond behind a clump of dirt.” 
 
    My lips parted but words eluded me. The crimson in my cheeks burned brightly. Talk about not judging a book by its cover – don’t judge a person by their name either. I had fully expected some English-Lord fancy-pants aristocrat to trot in with a hoity-toity attitude. 
 
    “Now, Vinny,” Sam smiled. “Don’t be hard on Piper. She didn’t realize the preferred term is people of short stature.” 
 
    “The preferred term would be my name, rather than that atrocious shortened nonsense you insist upon using, Miss Samantha.” 
 
    BeeBee snickered from a chair in the corner. 
 
    “Though,” Vincent looked me over, “perhaps pulling diamonds from dirt is my specialty after all. I think I can work with this.” He gestured to me with a flick of his wrist as he spoke. 
 
    Miffed at being referred to as this, I held my tongue anyway; after all, I’d basically just called Vinny a midget. “Where do we start?” 
 
    Vinny unzipped a long garment bag. Waiting was torture as he rooted around in it, removing layers of fluff and plastic before finally pulling out the garment itself. “Here we are, here we are.”  
 
    I gaped that Vinny could look so pleased with himself as he held the atrocity up for view. And an atrocity was a kind name for it. “Are you serious right now?” I looked from him to Sam. It had to be a prank. Please, let it be a prank. 
 
    Sam smiled.  
 
    Vinny glared. 
 
    I turned to Griff, my last hope. “Griff, this isn’t what I have to wear to the dinner is it?” 
 
    Sympathy softened his grim nod. “Don’t be too disappointed. Just remember, we’ll match.” 
 
    “Look,” Vinny snapped, giving the outfit a good shake. “I don’t have time for this. Let’s get started so that I can get home before the parking lot floods and my car floats away.” 
 
    That got me moving. I snatched the suit from Vinny’s hand and fled to the bathroom to try it on. Maybe I could accidentally flush it down the toilet. Too soon, I had to face the music. Feeling like a giant squash, I marched back into the bedroom. One shoulder-pad studded sleeve kept slipping down; the suit jacket was too big. The skirt fit in the waste but the bottom hem reached to an odd length between my knees and shins. And the sheer yellow blouse beneath the wide jacket, well I’m certain the entire outfit should have been illegal. 
 
    BeeBee choked on her glass of tea. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at Sam, watching as she struggled to keep a straight face. Griff, thank goodness, had vanished from the room and wasn’t here to witness my humiliation. No doubt he escaped to the safety of baseball game or horror show on television; he had, after all, already endured his fitting another day. 
 
    “Please explain to me why we are wearing suits that look like they came from the ‘80s?” 
 
    Sam threw her hands up. “How should I know? Evidently Mother still thinks this style is power-dressing to the fullest. We have to look ‘smart and chic’ to help Dad remain popular with the voters.” 
 
    “That makes no sense; isn’t his second term almost up anyway?” 
 
    “Yes,” she nodded before plopping down on my bed. “But evidently my mother has him convinced that the rules don’t apply. She thinks that with a little extra schmoozing, the people will keep him in office.” 
 
    “Enough chit-chat.” Vinny clapped his hands together like a teacher with an unruly class. “Now we make this into something presentable.” 
 
    I gasped in shock and jerked away as Vinny flipped the bottom of my skirt up so that it came three inches above my knees instead of four below. “What the?” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Sam put up a hand to calm me. “I asked Vinny to bring our suits into this century a little. By the time he’s done, you won’t recognize it.” 
 
    “O-kay,” I drug out the word the same way I wanted to drag my feet about this fitting, feeling unconvinced. My concerns were not alleviated when Vinny whipped out a pair of shears longer than his forearm and began chopping off the skirt material above my knees. “Won’t that be pretty uneven?” There went all those mental pictures I had of tailor’s meticulously measuring with a long floppy measuring tape, exacting every stitch and thread. 
 
    “You got jokes, do ya?” Vinny sneered and continued snipping away. 
 
    Disregarded skirt material pooled at my feet. I looked up at Sam but she was talking to BeeBee. Oh well. It isn’t like this outfit could get any worse, even if it ends up with an uneven hem. 
 
    As the last of the fabric hit the floor, Vinny turned away and opened one of the smaller boxes that Griff had carried in. As if to confirm I had been too quick to judge yet again, from the box he pulled a sewing tape measure and box of pins. Awfully long pins. I cringed at the thought of those sharp objects near my poor legs. 
 
    For the next hour, Vinny worked swiftly. His small hands made for nimble fingers. Not a single poke or scratch from a pin hit me the entire time. By the time we finished, I was beginning to have hope. The shoulder pads were gone from the jacket, Vinny had even allowed me the honor of yanking them out by hand, and the whole suit would of course be taken in at the seams to allow for a more form-fitting style. 
 
    “The color is still hideous but I guess it is what it is.” I handed each of the carefully pinned pieces of clothing back to Vinny to stow in the garment bag, grateful to be in sweats and a t-shirt again. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Sam winked. “With a few accessories, we can tone down the yellow or at least accent it enough to appear tastefully cheery.” 
 
    “Really?” I crossed my arms. “I highly doubt you can do anything with a necklace to make me look less like a squash.” 
 
    “I may be the Tailor-Extraordinaire,” Vinny turned to me with both hands fisted at his hips. “But Samantha is the Accessory Angel. If she says she can make you an attractive squash, she can do it.” With that he began stacking all of his bags and boxes again, the tower extending over his head. 
 
    “I’ll go get Griff.” I rolled my neck, stiff from trying to stand up straight and tall, trying to get the kinks out as I walked down the hallway to the living room. “Hey.” I leaned against the door frame. “Tell me truly: do you have to wear a yellow suit?” 
 
    Griff grinned. “Not a full yellow suit. A bright yellow shirt with dark blue slacks.” 
 
     “She couldn’t even go for tan or black slacks?” I grimaced. “Anyway, if you don’t mind, I think Vinny is ready for some help carrying things back to his car.” 
 
    Griff clicked the TV off and stretched. “That’s fine. The Bay Bears were losing anyway.” 
 
    My eyebrows scrunched down as I tried to figure that one out. “The who?” 
 
    Griff laughed, tugging me into step by his side as we walked down the hall. “Minor League Baseball; so close they are practically local. You really don’t know a thing about sports, do you?” 
 
    “Not a bit.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, there’s time.” 
 
    “Nope. I’m hopeless.” I shook my head. 
 
    Griff just laughed. He and Vinny made quick work of the boxes and garment bags. Soon we were ducking rain and waving goodbye from my tiny front porch. I had to wrench hard on the door to slam it shut, the wind trying to suck it from my hands the whole time. 
 
    “Wow!” I slid the lock into place. “It’s getting worse out there.” 
 
    “I think we should go check the weather report.” Sam turned into the living room with the rest of us following. Sam turned the TV on and found a news report as we all settled back into our places. The hurricane in Florida had dropped to a Category 4 storm before making landfall. Still, it destroyed countless homes and businesses and reports showed that it hadn’t died out yet. After three or four minutes, the weather report switched over to local coverage. Both tropical storm warnings and hurricane watches were in place for counties all around us. It appeared Seashell Bay was still in the area most likely to receive winds of 96 to 110 mph. 
 
    “How long can this possibly last?” BeeBee hugged one of my throw pillows to her chest. 
 
    Griff answered first. “Typical hurricanes last only 12 to 24 hours. As for the fallout wind and rain Alabama will see, well I’m not sure on that one.” 
 
    “I hope that Vinny makes it home okay.” Sam chewed on her lower lip. 
 
    “You and Vinny are chummier than you let on, aren’t you?” I watched my friend as she worried. 
 
    “He’s been making special occasion outfits for Griff and me since I was a little girl.” She smiled fondly. He scared me at first because he was different. Then, he offered to put whatever kind of buttons I wanted on my Easter dress one year.” 
 
    Griff laughed. “I’d forgotten those. You picked frogs.” 
 
    Sam nodded. “And even though he knew Mother wouldn’t like it, Vinny put those tiny green frog buttons all over my dress. Even where buttons weren’t needed.” 
 
    “Your mother didn’t fire him?” I raised my eyebrows in surprise that such a prank had been let go. 
 
    “Oh, she tried.” Sam rolled her eyes. “Nobody else lasted long when Mother threw fits over the garments. She called Vinny back before Christmas that same year.” 
 
    “And Vinny doesn’t actually mind you calling him Vinny?” 
 
    “He hates it; he’s also given up on changing it.” Sam smirked. “I’ll text and make sure he made it home before we go to bed.” 
 
    We agreed on another cooking show, a contest for appetizers and main courses this time instead of all baking, for Griff’s sake. As the judges were about to announce a winner and settle the bets between the four of us, the TV went black, along with the rest of the apartment. Power outage. 
 
    Glancing at my phone, I saw that it was after nine. “I guess that means we go to bed. Sam, help me get blankets and pillows from the closet. We can make a pallet in my room. Griff, you can have the couch in here.” 
 
    “I won’t need a blanket,” he spoke, clicking the flashlight on his phone to bright. “And these pillows will be fine. Y’all go ahead to bed; don’t worry about me.” 
 
    I leaned over and kissed Griff on the cheek. “Night.” 
 
    “It’s not so dark in here that I can’t see the PDA,” Sam joked. “And don’t stick your tongue out at me; I’d see that, too.’ 
 
    I stuck my tongue out anyway, then followed Sam and BeeBee out of the room, careful not to bump into any furniture in the glow of our cell phones. Though we might have been able to squeeze the three of us into my full-size bed, BeeBee opted for a pallet on the floor, insisting she was more than comfortable. Sam and I piled into the bed.  
 
    “BeeBee,” Sam shined a light on her face to show it was she who was talking. “I reached out to Landon and he has a few ideas on how to look for your sister.” 
 
    I could hear BeeBee’s breath hitch. At last, she said softly, “Thank you.” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” I swatted at Sam’s phone to break the thick emotion curling into the room. “Put the light down you’re creeping me out.” 
 
    Sam started making scary faces into the light of her phone. Soon, the three of us were making shadow puppets on the ceiling with our cell phones and giggling like middle-school girls at a sleepover. 
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    Wednesday morning was a mess. I awoke to the sounds of a startled BeeBee getting stepped on by Sam on her way to the bathroom. Minutes later, the alarm went off and we all groggily attempted to share the one bathroom to get dressed. Griff opted to skip the shower and left for work. I think three women before makeup and breakfast probably frightened him away; smart man. 
 
    At the bakery, chaos continued. The power had indeed gone out and the freezer had defrosted, leaving water running everywhere and, on top of that, Victoria called to tell me that she and Millie would be late. Good thing we pre-baked lots of cookies yesterday. 
 
    “It’s not a problem,” I promised again as Victoria apologized on the phone. “You can’t do anything about flooding; we’ll see you when you get here.” 
 
    “Who was that?” 
 
    “Victoria.” I explained to Sam while I hunted through the junk drawer for a few emergency candles. “The street that her aunt lives on is completely flooded. Evidently, apart from the influx of rain, a tree knocked out a fire hydrant and water ran freely into the street all night.” 
 
    “How awful!” 
 
    “Do you need me to stay here and help out instead of going to Flo’s?” 
 
    “Thanks, BeeBee, I appreciate it but you go ahead. We started out with just the two of us when we opened; we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Besides,” Sam added as she retrieved the mop from the closet. “Gladys should be here today. Isn’t that right, Piper?” 
 
    “Yeah. I forgot. She should be here by the time we open.” 
 
    “Okay.” BeeBee looked skeptically at the darkened room, took the bag of Cranberry Muffins that I handed her, and let herself out the back door. 
 
    While Sam mopped, I checked on all of the dough. “Most of this is still pretty chilled. I don’t think we lost any of it.” I put a few bowls further back in the walk-in fridge, where it was cooler. “We might if the power doesn’t come back on soon though.” 
 
    “Maybe it will come on before we open.” 
 
    The flickering candle on the work island whooshed out, extinguished by the air from the closet door when Sam put the mop away. I sighed. “We can hope.” 
 
    Weak light filtered into the café through the front glass as I unlocked the door two hours later. The rain had lessened but not stopped completely. Sam joined me. 
 
    We both jumped as a wet thwack sounded on the pane of glass. Papers and trash had been blowing in the street and now one was stuck to the front window. I moved to go get it but stopped when Sam tugged on my arm. 
 
    “Do you see this?” 
 
    I leaned down, struggling to make out the image in the darkness. “No.” 
 
    “I think it’s another picture of my mother.” 
 
    “Let me go get it off the window and we’ll see what it is for sure.” 
 
    Holding the soggy paper beneath Sam’s cell phone flashlight, I tried to smooth out the creases but only succeeded in tearing a hole in the center of the article. So much for reading it. Two things were clear, however: one, that was a picture of Deidra and she was not a teenager any longer; two, she was walking up the steps of an adoption agency. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Sam drew in a shaky breath. 
 
    Even my own hands wobbled as I tried to make sense of the scene. The headline, the only remotely legible part of the soggy paper, read: SECRET LIFE OF MAYOR’S WIFE? 
 
    Folding up the paper, I led Sam to the nearest table. She sank into the chair, unseeing; her gaze drilled into the floor but she wasn’t looking at it. She had gone quiet. 
 
    Hurrying, I stuffed the newspaper under the counter and poured a mug of strong coffee. “Drink this.” I wrapped her hands around the mug, insistent. 
 
    Behind me, the bakery door burst open, the bell jingling loudly and the storm howling a greeting of its own. Sam and I jumped. The coffee mug slipped from her loose grip and shattered on the floor; the sound of breaking glass lost in the racket of the storm. Coffee sprayed across the shins of my jeans. I gasped as the hot liquid plastered them to my legs. 
 
    “It’s raining cats and dogs out there!” 
 
    I turned.  
 
    Gladys stood patting Mina on the head. She folded her umbrella up and dropped it into the umbrella holder by the door. “My, my! What happened here?” Gladys put her hands on her hips, surveying the broken shards of glass and puddles of coffee. 
 
    I shook my head. “Morning, Gladys. Just a little accident.” 
 
    “You girls should really be more careful.” 
 
    “I’ll get the broom.” Sam folded the newspaper and carried it away with her. 
 
    “I take it that the electricity is out here, too?” 
 
    “Yep.” I mopped coffee up with a handful of napkins. 
 
    Gladys nodded. “I thought it might be. What’s the plan for today; are we open or closed?” 
 
    “We have plenty of cookies baked to be open.” 
 
    Sam joined us, broom in hand. The shards of coffee cup were soon scooped into the dustpan. “I’m not sure how many customers will stop in with no lights.” 
 
    “I can take care of that.” Gladys flipped the collar of her raincoat up to cover her neck. She went back outside, shielding one side of her face from the rain with her hand. She reached into her backseat and emerged with a box so large that it threatened to topple her over. 
 
    Flipping the hood of my jacket over my head, I hurried out to help. The large box was cumbersome; I don’t know how Gladys loaded it into the car by herself. The contents clanked and rattled as they swayed against each other while I walked. There was no lid. I hoped whatever was inside wouldn’t be too damaged by the rain. 
 
    Sam held the door open as Gladys and I came back inside. 
 
    “What is all of this stuff?” I sat the box down on a table with a thump. 
 
    “Supplies.” 
 
    Sam and I exchanged nervous glances. Sometimes “supplies” were questionable with Gladys. Though, admittedly, that panic button she gave me had come in handy not long ago. I just hoped these supplies didn’t require a fanny pack. 
 
    “What kind of supplies?” Sam leaned closer to the box. 
 
    Not answering, Gladys pulled out a jug of liquid and handed it to me. 
 
    Squinting at the label in the low light, I read the words aloud. “Tiki fuel?” 
 
    Gladys merely continued unpacking the box. Two large lanterns came out next. Three candles. A box of matches. A small radio. Baggy full of batteries, all shapes and sizes. A deck of cards. A Swiss Army knife. An odd little can covered in duct-tape and marked cooking. 
 
    So interested in what Gladys had brought, neither Sam or I remembered to ask her where she had been for the last two days. The more important question seemed to be where all of this stuff came from. 
 
    “Where did you get all of this?” 
 
    “What are these?” Sam held up the lanterns she had been handed. 
 
    “Kerosene lamps. This is my Dark or Disaster Emergency Box.” Gladys surveyed the mound of supplies on the table and the floor with pride. “You girls should really think about having one. Let’s light the lamps first.” Gladys took one of the lamps from Sam and took it to the counter. 
 
    “You just keep this box of stuff ready all the time?” Sam looked again at the various items, putting down the second lamp and holding up the bag of batteries for inspection. 
 
    “You bet. I learned the hard way though.” Gladys reached for the jug in my arms. I handed her the tiki fuel. “Must have been about forty-three years ago. Snowstorm hit Texas and dropped more than ten inches of snow in places. We only got five or six inches where I lived but that didn’t matter. For Texas, an inch of snow may as well be a blizzard.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were from Texas.” Sam put the batteries down and came back to the counter. 
 
    Carefully, Gladys poured oil into the base of the lamp through a small hole. A little splashed onto the counter. “Most of my life. Anyway, that snow wreaked havoc. Between increased car wrecks from people who couldn’t drive in a little bit of white, to overwhelming the power grids as everybody cranked the heat up to the eighties, there was a blackout that lasted three days. Can you bring me the matches?” 
 
    After several strikes, it became clear the soggy matches weren’t going to light the wick. 
 
    Slipping into the kitchen, I grabbed the lighter I used on the candles earlier. “Here, let me.” I pushed the button and flame shot out. I held it over the wick until the little white fibers caught. 
 
    “Harold and I, we found ways to stay warm.” She chuckled. “Lucked out and had enough jerky in the house to last us for food. The well out back was good enough for drinking water. After power came back on, we went to the store for supplies and I’ve kept the habit.” 
 
    Gladys placed the glass tube back on top of the wick. “You can control the flame by turning this.” She demonstrated turning the little dial knob. 
 
    Sam gasped and grabbed Gladys’s hand. 
 
    I looked at her, puzzled. The flame hadn’t gotten very big; she couldn’t be alarmed by it, surely? But Sam’s eyes weren’t on the flame or the lamp at all. She held Gladys’s hand into the light staring at it. Or, more specifically, at the large diamond ring, flame twinkling brilliantly off of it, on a very important finger. 
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     “Is that what I think it is?” I reached over and pulled the ring-studded hand toward me. 
 
    “Hey now! This isn’t tug o’ war.” Gladys slipped her hand away from Sam and I. 
 
    “Spill it.” Sam crossed her arms. 
 
    “Frédéric and I eloped.” She said it nonchalantly. 
 
    My eyes widened and bulged in shock; I probably looked like one of those big-eyed stuffed animals. We waited. 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that. I planned to announce it to everyone at once later today.” She moved back to the supplies and began gathering up more things. 
 
    “No, no, no. We are not done discussing this.” I stepped in front of her. 
 
    “What’s to discuss?” 
 
    Sam gawked. “How about the fact that we don’t even know your new last name?” 
 
    “I kept my own last name. Frédéric and I agreed it would be easier than changing mounds of paperwork to change from Gladys Hall to Gladys Duval.” 
 
    “Then the flowers you received…?” 
 
    She nodded. “The flowers were a proposal. The card simply said ‘marry me?’” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Congratulations.” Sam hugged her. 
 
    “Yes, we’re very happy for you.” I hugged Gladys in turn then we busied ourselves getting the rest of the bakery as well-lit as possible. Sam found some window markers and wrote cutesy messages like ‘come cozy up to a cookie’ and ‘seeking shelter, come on in’ on the front windows in giant letters. 
 
    I didn’t bring up Gladys’s elopement again. She seemed happy and that should be good enough for me. Still, I would have felt better about it if Sam and I had spent any time around Frédéric. Gotten to know him outside of his Chef Fabio persona, perhaps. 
 
    My phone dinged. A text from Victoria. 
 
      
 
    Victoria: Almost to the bakery. 
 
    Me: Okay. I’ll unlock the back door. Be careful. 
 
    Victoria: K, thanks. 
 
      
 
    “Victoria and Millie are almost here.” I glanced up at Gladys and Sam “I’ll be in the kitchen.” 
 
    Not five minutes later, I opened the back door to the two drenched girls. Watching a monster-truck worthy maroon vehicle drive away, I raised my eyebrows. “Nice ride.” 
 
    “Thanks. It used to be my uncle’s truck.” Victoria hung her dripping raincoat on a peg. Millie did the same. “My aunt doesn’t like to drive it much but she couldn’t bring herself to get rid of it when he passed away.” 
 
    “That would be hard.” 
 
    Victoria shrugged. “It definitely came in handy today. Who knows, maybe she’ll let me buy it from her eventually.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to save up a lot longer than it took us to get scooters.” Millie looked around. “No power here either?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Us neither.” Victoria shook her head. “And I don’t know when the road will drain. There’s nowhere for the water to go and the rain isn’t slacking.” 
 
    “It’s a mess.” I pointed to the sopping wet floor by the door. “And it’s making a mess, too. Since we can’t bake without the power, would you two mind mopping and seeing what you can find in the storage closet to keep people from slipping on wet tile when they come in the door to the café?” 
 
    “Sure thing!” Millie’s blonde ponytail bobbed less enthusiastically than normal, stuck together in a tangle of wet hair. She took off to find the mop. 
 
    Victoria rummaged around and soon had two oversized turquoise kitchen towels spread out on the clean dry floor in front of both the café and kitchen doors. 
 
    Sam joined me in the kitchen. “I got a call from Landon.” 
 
    “Is he okay?” 
 
    “He’s fine. He and Pastor Dan and some other church members are setting up a temporary shelter at the church for anyone with severe storm damages. Landon called because they thought if we had any of the day-old cookies or pastries, we might sell them at a discount to the church to set out for snacks. Some of the women are making sandwiches for lunch to give out.” 
 
    “Have we had very many customers today?” 
 
    “About half our usual amount. Still, considering the weather that isn’t bad at all.” 
 
    “You’re right. It sounds like we can well afford to get rid of some of the goodies though. I’d rather donate them to help people than for any to go to waste. Text Landon that he can come pick them up.” 
 
    Sam pulled her phone out. 
 
    “And please ask him to let Pastor Dan know these are a donation. He doesn’t need to worry about paying for them.” 
 
    “Will do and I completely agree.” 
 
    Half an hour later, Landon came inside. The bell over the door announced his arrival. Gladys and I were at the counter.  
 
    “Do you have some cookies ready for me?” 
 
    “They’re in the back. Go on through. Sam should be done boxing them up by now.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He nudged my shoulder as he passed and smiled at Gladys. 
 
    “Maybe I shouldn’t have eloped.” 
 
    My mouth dropped. I turned to Gladys, shocked at the out-of-the-blue statement. “What?” 
 
    “I’m just thinking out loud. If we had done a ceremony, at least I would have gotten to throw a bouquet.” A sly grin slid over her face. “Then we would have at least known if you or Sam were going to be the next to get hitched.” 
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     “See you later.” I waved. Sam had decided to go with Landon to help set up the food and serve. 
 
    “My money is still on you and Griff, no matter how much time Sam spends with that boy.” Gladys waggled her eyebrows at me. 
 
    “You’re impossible. Nobody else is getting married right now.” 
 
    She only smiled bigger. “I’ll remember you said that.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I mumbled under my breath. Louder, I told her the new plans. “I’m going to the local news station to give them an announcement that needs to be posted to let people know food and shelter are set up at Sandy Shores Evangelical Church.” I waved the printout that Landon had given me from Pastor Dan. “Millie can help you up front since there isn’t much to be done in the kitchen with no ovens going.” 
 
    “You best be careful out there. Those flooded roads are no joke.” 
 
    “I will. I promise.” 
 
    Walking through the kitchen when there is no electricity, I decided, is depressing. There were no fresh cookies waiting to be tested, no heady aromas of chocolatey goodness to inhale. I certainly hoped the power came back on soon. If we couldn’t bake again soon, the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery might become the Boo Hooey Sadness Closed Bakery. 
 
    I took my time driving to the local news station. Street conditions were as bad or worse than Gladys had warned. Twice I had to detour around the main route due to flooding. One intersection sported several stalled cars whose owners never should have tried driving through water so deep. 
 
    My circuitous route eventually led me to my destination. There were few other vehicles out and about. KDOP Channel 17 News was located in a large rectangular, white brick building. The news station shared the space with the one and only local radio station as well as the Seashell Bay Press, the town newspaper. 
 
    Stepping into the lobby, I took a moment to look around. Slate gray tiles covered the floor, with pale blue walls creating a soft atmosphere. Oceanscapes dotted two of the walls. A single receptionist sat at a small but sturdy wooden desk. She talked rapidly into the headset hooked over her ear while simultaneously typing on the laptop before her. Beyond the reception desk, three metal doors lined up in the back wall. Sam usually did the small amount of advertising for the bakery; I craned my neck to read the nameplates next to the doors. 
 
    “May I help you?” 
 
    So intent on my task, I hadn’t heard the receptionist end her phone call. She was looking at me askew. I guess squinting for five minutes over her head at the doors might make me look a little bit nuts. “Yes, please. I need to talk with someone with the Seashell Bay Press.” 
 
    “Name?” 
 
    “Piper Rivers.” 
 
    “No, the name of the person you need to see.” She said it slowly, like she feared I might not be too bright. 
 
    “I don’t know. Someone who can publish an announcement for me.” 
 
    “You don’t have an appointment then?” 
 
    Her put-out tone reminded me of Missy, the local news anchor. Maybe condescension was a requirement for the media profession. “No, ma’am. No appointment.” 
 
    “Take a seat.” She flicked a wrist toward a row of hard plastic chairs by the door. Purposefully misunderstanding, I inched past her desk and seated myself in one of the plush, comfy wingback chairs nearer to the wall with the doors. 
 
    “Excuse me!” The receptionist glared. Fortunately for me, her phone rang. Pushing the button on her headset, she turned and began speaking. 
 
    Luck was on my side. While the receptionist had her back to me, the center door flung open and Kendra walked out. She stopped short seeing me and I took the opportunity to catch the door before it shut again. 
 
    “Hey, how are you?” 
 
    “Good.” She smiled. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Posting a notice about the food and shelter for victims of the storm or disaster relief workers who came to help.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s great. I feel so terrible for all of the people whose homes have flooded.” 
 
    I nodded sadly. “It’s terrible.” 
 
    Kendra looked at her watch, a beautiful charm bracelet type. “Sorry, I’ve got to run. Too many errands.” 
 
    She and Sam had one thing in common: they made nearly sprinting in high heels look as easy as a stroll on the beach. I hurried into the newspaper offices, shutting the door softly behind me so as not to alert the receptionist. 
 
    Okay. I made it in but still had no idea who would be the best person to speak with. My eyes roved around the room. Rows of cubicles greeted me; small square colored blocks all linked together with tiny rectangular windows at the top. I shuddered. Thank goodness the bakery continued to provide a steady income and an outlet for all of my creative energy. The thought of being stuck in thirty square foot space all day, staring at a screen for hours and hours nearly made me hyperventilate. My gratefulness for being able to pursue my passion increased tenfold in that moment. 
 
    Seeing offices in the back of the room, I decided starting there made the most sense. Pushing away from the door, I straightened my back and walked confidently between the rows of cubicles. Act like you belong and nobody questions it. Advice I’d gotten from Sam once upon a time in our college days when I asked how she could be so self-confident all of the time. A lesson I’m sure Deidra foisted upon her at a young age. 
 
    Deidra’s name was suddenly a whisper nearby. I stumbled, nearly twisting an ankle. Had I spoken aloud? Darting quick glances, I saw that nobody in the room was paying a lick of attention to me. The whispers quickened, burning like wildfire through the room. 
 
    “Did you hear?” A brunette tapped on the orange cubicle wall. “There’s another big story coming.” 
 
    “About the storm?” A girl with glasses popped her head up to look through the small window at the brunette. 
 
    “No. The mayor’s wife.” 
 
    I kept walking. They weren’t giving any details away so far and goodness knows I didn’t want to be swept up in the middle of anything concerning Deidra. I wonder where they were getting the story though. Slowing my pace, I lowered my lashes and surveyed the room. The only people I saw were seated at cubicles. No other person. It must have been a phone call tip. Or someone who already left. My thoughts flitted to Kendra of their own accord. No, surely not. Shoving the thoughts aside, I brought the slip of paper up in front of me and knocked on the glass office door labeled Editor. 
 
    A balding, slightly overweight man sitting at the desk inside waved his hand in the air without looking up. I took that as permission to enter. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Finally raising his head, Bill, according to the name on his desk, shot me an impatient look. 
 
    “I’m Piper Rivers.” I stuck my hand out to him. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Rather than shaking my hand, Bill glanced back at the papers on his desk, moving a few sticky notes around. His computer, I noticed, sat covered in dust at the side of his desk and surrounded by dirty coffee mugs. Not one for technology or tidying up evidently. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    I smiled, determined not to let his rudeness upset me. “I’m here to place an announcement in the paper.” 
 
    “Where do you work, Pippy?” 
 
    “It’s Piper.” My nostrils flared and I inhaled deeply. “I co-own the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery. I came to place an announcement…” 
 
    “Did you bring any cookies?” He eyed me as if there might be some tucked away somewhere. 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Of course not. If you want to advertise cookies you have to buy an advertisement slot just like everyone else. Down the third row, second cubicle.” Bill waved dismissively and dropped his gaze to the papers on his desk once more. 
 
    “Excuse me, Bill.” My forceful tone snared his attention. Maybe I should have counted to ten like Sam sometimes does but it was too late now; I could feel my blood pressure rising. “If you would be so kind as to let me finish, you would understand that I am not here to purchase an advertisement or to advertise and sell cookies.” 
 
    Bill narrowed his eyes, leaning back in his large leather chair which creaked and groaned in protest. 
 
    “I am here to place an announcement about storm disaster relief efforts and aid. I believe Pastor Dan called ahead to let someone know to expect it. Unfortunately, I don’t have a clue who that person would be.” I tried to calm my face which I’m pretty sure was currently running its own advertisement of my frustration with journalistic persons of any kind. “Now, if you could please tell me who the public service announcement needs to go to, I will happily leave you to your obviously busy day.” My pulse raced. I half expected Bill to kick me out of the building. My moment of self-righteous anger fled; heaven forbid he find out I snuck my way inside rather than waiting in the lobby.  
 
    “Danny sent you?” Bill started laughing. The laughing turned into wheezing and he reached for a coffee mug. 
 
    I cringed, hoping he lucked out and grabbed a fresh one. 
 
    After a few gulps, he seemed to have it together again. “Danny and I were in high school together. I haven’t seen him in a long time. Guess that means I ought to get myself to the church, that’s what Danny would say. Always was more into God while the rest of us boys were more into girls.” 
 
    Noticing the lack of a band on Bill’s ring finger, I thought that Pastor Dan must have caught the blessing on both counts but refrained from pointing that out. No reason to lose this newfound goodwill. “That’s right. He asked me to personally deliver the announcement so that it could be in tomorrow’s paper first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Best let me see it.” He extended a chubby palm stained with blue ink. “Danny never could properly punctuate a paper to save his life.” 
 
    Trying hard to conjure up an image for Danny the schoolboy in place of Pastor Dan, I handed over the folded rectangle of paper. And waited. Bill attacked the page with his blue pen – there goes my notion that all editors bleed red onto articles – and eventually nodded, satisfied.  
 
    Pulling a bright orange sticky note from the pad, Bill scrawled a note across and stuck the note to Pastor Dan’s announcement. “Now it can be printed in my paper.” Bill shoved the paper back at me. “Take this to Amy. Sixth cubicle.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Bill ignored me, already engrossed in slashing someone else’s article to pieces. At least, that’s what it looked like to me. I’m sure to him it was an act of heroism making something worthwhile out of a mess of text. Before I left, I thought of one more thing that he might be able to help me with. “Bill, may I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Make it quick.” 
 
    “Do you know who has been feeding the media information and photos about Deidra Lowe? I’m a friend of her daughter and…” 
 
    “Get out!” Bill looked up, his face turning red.  
 
    I flinched, the anger rolling off of him palpable. 
 
    Banging a meaty fist on the desk, he raved on. “I’ve already told that woman and her whole team of lawyers that this paper will print news no matter who you are and our source is confidential. Get out and don’t come back!” 
 
    Yikes, guess I found another person not part of Deidra’s fan club. I backpedaled out of the office and spun away only to find the entire newspaper staff poking their heads out of their cubicles, staring at me. “Amy?” I squeaked, embarrassed. 
 
    One platinum-blonde haired woman with a mohawk at the end of a row of blue cubicles raised her hand. Everyone else sat back down. Hushed and not-so hushed whispers followed me as I made my way to Amy. 
 
    “Bill told me to give you this.” Asked would have been too polite a description for receiving orders from that bull of a man. “It has to be in tomorrow morning’s paper, please, so that people know where they can go for food and things if the storm damaged their homes.” 
 
    Amy blew a large purple bubble with her gum. Biting it, she popped the bubble and sucked it back in her mouth. She scanned the page. “Shouldn’t take me but three minutes to make the corrections.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “What’d you do to tick the ol’ man off?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    Amy smacked on her gum. “Oh, come on. We all heard him yelling. It’ll be our butts he chews the rest of the day thanks to you riling him up. May as well tell me why; it’s the least you can do.” 
 
    I bristled. Being told I owed her for her boss being volatile didn’t particularly put me in the mood for sharing. Still, maybe to get some info I had to give some; Amy might be more forthcoming about details on where the Deidra smear campaign was coming from. 
 
    “I only asked a question. Your boss misunderstood and thought I was a friend of Deidra coming to harass him about the articles the paper has been publishing lately.” 
 
    Smack. Smack. Bubble. “And you’re not?” Amy crossed her arms. 
 
    “No, not at all. In fact, Deidra hates me. The problem is, my friend Sam is getting blamed and she had nothing to do with those photos.” I sighed. “I wish there was a way to figure out who the source is.” 
 
    “This Sam – guy or a girl?” 
 
    “She’s a woman.” My eyebrows drew together in confusion. 
 
    Amy relaxed, uncrossing her arms. “Well, good luck on your little mission. I can tell you the notes are coming from a guy but that’s all I know.” 
 
    Surprise coursed through me. “I guess that narrows down fifty percent of my search.” Giving a small laugh, I pushed a little further. “How do you know it’s a guy?” 
 
    “Handwriting.” Bubble. Smack. 
 
    Strongly tempted to snatch the gum right out of her mouth, instead I waited for more information. 
 
    Sure enough, she leaned forward, eyes gleaming at the opportunity to give up the next juicy secret. “I’m the one who gets all the handwritten junk to fix before printing. Definitely a guy.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “I don’t think it. I know it. You can just feel it.” Bubble. Pop. “That’s not all. He’s most likely schizophrenic, too. The letters were oversized and he crossed out extra letters a lot.” She nodded, like this made all of the sense in the world. 
 
    O-kay. My hopes for a decent clue came tumbling down – my bubble burst, as it were. Obviously, there wasn’t going to be any enlightening information here, after all. I thanked Amy, made sure she had the announcement, and wound my way down the aisle of cubicles to the wooden door I’d entered through. 
 
    Scooting past the receptionist, I escaped back into the rainy day outside. My goodness, how long can a tropical storm last? Puddles were unavoidable. I splashed my way to the truck and decided to check in at the church. At this point, it was closer than the bakery. A quick detour wouldn’t hurt and I could let Pastor Dan know in person that the announcement should run on schedule tomorrow. 
 
    ~ 
 
    “Piper!” 
 
    I turned to face the kind woman, as sweet as her voice. “Hey, Nora. Things are bustling in here.” 
 
    “You bet. We have three different volunteer organizations bunking in the basement. Disaster relief teams from all over the state, would you believe it?” She shook her head in wonder, a hand over her heart. “And then, of course, we have those who were scared to stay in homes along the coast and sought shelter before the storm or whose home is too damaged to live in right now.” 
 
    “Oh boy! Did Sam and Landon make it back with the goodies from the bakery?” 
 
    A wide smile lightened Nora’s face. “They did! You girls are just too kind. I think you’ll find them in the kitchen if you want to check in.” 
 
    I hugged her. “Thanks, Nora.” 
 
    Picking my way through the crowd of people was tedious. I glanced at my watch. Worried that they might need me back at the bakery, I went out a side door. Rain persisted. I would be well and truly drenched before I got back to work. I pulled my hood tighter. Should have bought one of those plastic rain jackets like Sam’s. 
 
    Planning to circle around and enter the kitchen from the outside, I stopped short when I heard arguing coming from the corner of the building. My heart stuttered and I automatically slowed my breathing. The last time I’d walked blind into an argument between strangers, I’d ended up stranded in a pit and nearly buried alive or shot. Neither had appealed to me then and while I suspected that was a one-time scenario, I still preferred to look before I leaped. Moving slowly forward, I listened. 
 
    “You’ve got to stop this foolishness, son.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll stop it all right. All of it.” 
 
    “Just give me the album and come home.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    An album. That didn’t sound too bad. I chastised myself for being so paranoid. Some punk kid arguing with his dad about a rock band or something, probably. I continued on the path toward the voices; maybe I wouldn’t interrupt them too much. 
 
    “Dad. Dad!” Panic laced the voice this time. 
 
    Gasping for breath, the second voice grew weaker. The words were hard to make out. “Wade. Don’t. Please. Don’t stay here. Forgive.” 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    I raced around the corner, concern for the man who sounded in pain overcoming caution. A figure draped in a black rain slicker knelt over an older man who lay collapsed on the ground. As I watched, the hand clutching his chest slid to his side. 
 
    “Is he okay?” I shouted, running now. The figures were right in front of the kitchen door. 
 
    Bolting upright, the man in the rain slicker whipped his head to me, then back to the man on the ground. He hesitated. 
 
    “Should I call 911?” I reached them only to be shoved aside as the man in the black slicker took off running. His hood slipped and I thought he looked familiar but with the rain and the man on the ground I didn’t have time to worry about him. Punching numbers in my cell phone, I called 911 and stumbled to the kitchen door. Banging on it for help, I returned and knelt by the man. I picked his head up out of the mud and felt for a pulse. Nothing. 
 
    ~ 
 
    By the time the ambulance arrived, it was far too late. It would have been too late even if the roads hadn’t been flooded and they had arrived five minutes earlier. Landon and Sam had rushed out of the kitchen after I banged on the door but there was nothing they could do either. The man was dead.   
 
    I tried to pay attention as they took my statement; first, a police officer, then a detective whom I’d never met. Instead of hearing the questions, I kept seeing the man's arm drop from his chest and hearing it splash into the mud at his side, again and again. 
 
     “Are you sure there is nothing else you can remember about the man?” The detective, a wiry black man in a three-piece suit, asked again. 
 
    Who wears a three-piece suit in Alabama during a tropical storm?  
 
    Detective Johnson cleared his throat, summoning me back from my thoughts. 
 
    “Nothing. For a second, I thought that he looked familiar but I don’t know a single person named Wade.” I brushed loose strands of wet hair out of my face. We stood under the awning at the back of the church; beyond it, the rain trickled steadily down but the fierce beating drops were at last lightening up. Before the police arrived, I had asked Sam if she knew anyone named Wade. She didn’t. 
 
    “Thank you for your time, Miss Rivers.” He flipped his notebook closed. It disappeared into the inside pocket of his navy-blue suit. He motioned to one of the cops, passed on some instruction as they walked, and then disappeared around the corner to the parking lot. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get you inside.” Sam appeared, tugging on my arm. I followed her in a daze. Landon held the door open and Sam settled me at a table in the kitchen. She settled a napkin of cookies in front of me and I reached for them mechanically, my body switched into autopilot mode as my mind processed the last hour. 
 
    About halfway through the second Chocolate Chunk Brownie Cookie, the sugar spiked in my system and the fog cleared from my brain. “Thanks, Sam. Can I get a glass of water?” 
 
    She filled a cup at the sink and handed it to me. 
 
    Pastor Dan tapped on the door frame and came in from the hall. “I’ve come bearing gifts.” He held up a large towel. 
 
    Grateful, I accepted it and wrung some of the excess water from my hair into the towel before wrapping it around me. Truth be told, the chill from the air-conditioning made my already soaking wet clothes freezing. “I’ve really got to go home and change clothes so that I can get back to the bakery.” 
 
    Protests immediately went up and I covered my head with the towel until everyone quieted down. “Look, I’m going to freeze to death sitting here dripping all over the floor. I’m going home to change and back to work. Nobody tried to kill me. I happened to be in the wrong spot at the wrong time, that’s all.” 
 
    “Again,” Sam muttered. 
 
    Ignoring her, I continued. “There is no reason I can’t work and work is where I need to be.” 
 
    “You’ve had a shock, dear.” Pastor Dan shook his head and kneaded his hands together. “You shouldn’t be driving. Roads are dangerous enough with the flood conditions but if you drive distracted, they could turn deadly.” 
 
    “He’s right.” Landon held up a hand when I started to argue. “I’ll drive you. Sam and I finished setting up the food. I planned to drive her back to the Ooey Gooey anyway; now, I’ll drive both of you.” 
 
    “Fine.” I frowned. “But we’re still taking my truck. I don’t want to leave it here.” 
 
    “That sounds fine to me.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    We made it to my apartment and the bakery without incident. Once at work, time whizzed by. Griff came by, taking Landon with him to help photograph damages, pass out masks and gloves to be used during cleanup, and help pump water from homes. I did not envy the work ahead of them.  
 
    Midafternoon, the power in the bakery blinked back to life. 
 
    “Thank God!” I closed my eyes and listened happily to the hum of the large walk-in freezer as it kicked on. After recounting the day’s events several times, I wanted to move on to brighter topics.  
 
    I put Victoria to work mixing batters for the next day while I double-checked that the ovens still worked fine. Hours of busyness followed. A sense of contentment floated around the kitchen as we made much progress in little time. Customers continued to trickle in; not our usual crowded café but that was to be expected with people dealing with their own storm cleanup. Victoria and Millie were probably needed back at their homes to help as well. 
 
    Whispering my plan to Sam, I texted Flo to ask if she thought they could close fifteen minutes early. 
 
    “I brought the flowers.” Flo and BeeBee ducked in the back door of the bakery not long after my text. “You didn’t say what they were for so I didn’t put them in a vase.” 
 
    “They’re perfect.” I took the tiny bundle of white roses. I checked my phone. Sam texted me the all-clear. “Okay, everybody to the café.” 
 
    Single file, we made our way through the swinging door and into the front of the bakery. Sam ushered everyone to seats. Landon and Griff were already seated. Sam must have texted them to get back here, too. 
 
    Standing beside Gladys at the counter, I addressed all of our friends. “Our community still has a long road ahead to get past the damage from the tropical storm but I for one am ready to celebrate. We are all safe, the bakery and our homes are okay, at least as far as we know, and on top of that, Gladys has some special news.” I presented the flowers to Gladys. 
 
    “Thank you, Piper.” Gladys held the roses to her nose, inhaling. Letting out a breath, she smiled. “Well, I’m very glad you are all here because I wanted to tell you together. Of course, Sam and Piper found out a little early but they don’t actually know everything yet.” 
 
    Sam sat up straighter, eyebrows pulling together in a sharp v. 
 
    I moved around the counter and took a seat next to Griff. What else could Gladys have to tell us? 
 
    “Flo, thank you for not reading the card in my flowers. Honestly, I don’t know how you do it. I’m so nosey, I would insist on writing every message personally just to stay ahead of anything juicy.” Gladys winked. “But since you didn’t open it, I can tell you all now that the beautiful bouquet delivered to me last week contained a proposal.” 
 
    Gasps went up around the room. I waited, one leg jiggling over the other knee, dying to know what could be a bigger secret than marriage. 
 
    “That’s right.” Gladys nodded, meeting eyes around the room as she continued. “Frédéric, or Chef Fabio as you may know him, proposed and I accepted. We are married.” She held her left hand up in front of her. “As happy as I am to share that news with you, I’ve been delaying the rest of it.” 
 
    I leaned forward, staring intently at Gladys. Sensing my nervousness, Griff reached over and squeezed my hand. 
 
    “Frédéric and I will be leaving on a month-long cruise a few weeks from now.” 
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     “What?” Surely, I must have heard her wrong. Leaving for an entire month? I knew Gladys had been a little restless, bored at home and tired of vacuuming to pass the time; that was why she volunteered to work part-time at the bakery, after all. But this? First an elopement and now a month-long trip? I didn’t know what to think. Maybe an extremely late-onset mid-life crisis? Shaking the mean thought from my head, I fixed a smile on my face and joined the others in congratulating her. 
 
    After all of the excitement died down, the questions began. As everyone begged to know where the cruise would go, what excursions they would take and so on, I slipped out of the café back into the kitchen, busying myself at the sink. 
 
    Griff followed me. Stepping up behind me at the sink, he wrapped his arms around my shoulders. 
 
    Leaning back, I relaxed into him, exhilarating in the feel of solid muscles holding me up. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    I tilted my head back to look up at him. “I don’t know. It just feels too fast.” 
 
    “Gladys, you mean?” 
 
    Nibbling on my bottom lip, I nodded. “Oh! I almost forgot. Will you go grab Sam? There’s something I meant to tell y’all.” 
 
    Leaving me with a trail of kisses from cheek to ear, Griff let me go to search out his sister. 
 
    Placing a plate of Chocolate Oatmeal Cookies in the center, I sat down at the big stainless-steel island. My wait was short. Griff returned right away with Sam and Landon both in tow. 
 
    “What’s up?” Sam flicked her long lavender hair over one shoulder. She and Landon sat at stools across the table from me while Griff straddled the one by my side. 
 
    “I forgot to tell you that I got some interesting information when I dropped off Pastor Dan’s announcement at the Seashell Bay Press.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. First, it sounded like your mother is threatening to sue the paper, maybe all of the media in town, for printing and showing the pictures and articles about her.” 
 
    Sam rolled her eyes. “No surprise there.” 
 
    The swinging door opened and I paused as the rest of the group filed through. 
 
    “I’m taking off.” Flo waved bye, congratulating Gladys one last time. 
 
    Victoria hung her apron and Millie’s on the pegs by the back door. “I think we’re going to head out, too. I just got a text that my aunt is on her way to pick us up.” 
 
    “I’m going with them.” BeeBee put a thumb over her shoulder. “I’m going to see if I can help clean up limbs or water and stuff.” 
 
    Nodding, Sam smiled at the girls. “Okay. See you all in the morning.” 
 
    “Let one of us know if you need a ride.” I didn’t know if the streets would be back to normal tomorrow or if the flooded areas would take longer to recede. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Bye.” 
 
    Millie grabbed her purse; Victoria snagged a cookie for the road and they left. 
 
    “Well. Do you girls want to come on a cruise?” 
 
    I smiled. “I think we should probably let you and Frédéric spend that trip together alone.” 
 
    “Imagine the fun we’d have though.” Sam sighed. “Unfortunately, Piper’s right; plus, we really need to stick closer to the bakery for a while.” 
 
    “Agreed.” I gave a nod. It had been nice focusing on the baking and our brand this month. Trips and catering were fun, don’t get me wrong, but they were taxing, too. 
 
    “Phooey.” Gladys crossed her arms and leaned against the counter. 
 
    “You don’t need a girls’ trip when you have a new husband.” Sam waggled her eyebrows. 
 
    “I guess that’s true. But we may need a girls’ trip to pick out my sexy cruise wardrobe.” Gladys winked. 
 
    Landon choked on his bite of cookie, coughing and sputtering. Sam and I erupted into laughter.  
 
    Griff shook his head at the bunch of us. “Okay. Okay. Piper, did you learn anything else at the newspaper office today?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I did.” I explained about my odd conversation with Amy. “I don’t know how much stock to put into her ‘feeling’ about the male handwriting though. Oh! And I ran into Kendra, too. She was on the way out when I went in.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” 
 
    We all turned to Gladys. 
 
    “I’m surely not the only one thinking it’s suspicious that a few minutes after Kendra leaves, there is gossip about a new Deidra story?” She put her hands on her hips, clucking her tongue. “Pretty interesting timing.” 
 
    “What would Kendra have to gain from slandering our mother?” Sam cupped her chin in her hands, leaning on the table as she thought. 
 
    “And where would she get the photos?” I pointed out another big issue: access. 
 
    “Didn’t you tell us that Kendra was at lunch at Deidra’s on Sunday?” Landon glanced from Sam to Griff and back again. 
 
    “Yes…” Sam frowned. “And she arrived before we did, right?” 
 
    Griff confirmed, slowly nodding. “But what? You think she had time to snoop around the whole house and find a jackpot of scandalous photos in the time it took for mother to greet us or snap orders at the staff?” He stood and went to the fridge for a glass of milk. “It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Deidra’s been trying to set Kendra and you up. Maybe Kendra got mad that you declined.” Gladys ticked off possibilities. “Maybe she’s been to the house more often than you think. Maybe she’s really a cat-burglar and snuck in during the dead of night to steal those pictures and who knows what all.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I think we’re getting carried away. Sam, did you ever find time to talk with Deidra’s assistant about names of past employees who were let go.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I did. Let me think.” 
 
    It seemed like ages ago we made the plan to solve the mystery of the scandal starter. 
 
    “I wrote it down in the notepad of my phone!” Sam swiped the screen and started tapping apps. “Here it is; the last three people Mother fired. Janet, Holly, and Trip.” 
 
    “Trip?” Griff raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Your mother actually hired someone named Trip?” 
 
    “Evidently, that one was a huge mistake and Trip didn’t last the day. Seems the current assistant heard rumors that your mother entered to win a trip except that Trip turned out to be a male stripper who showed up at the office when she was down an assistant.” 
 
    “I don’t want to know.” Griff ran a hand down his face, closing his eyes as if to block out the thought of Deidra and a male stripper.  
 
    I hoped it worked better for him because I was struggling to stop seeing the image my imagination tossed out for that one. I couldn’t decide if it made me want to laugh or cry. 
 
    Gladys, on the other hand, appeared unfazed. “I’ll interview Trip if you want.” 
 
    “No!” Sam and I barked at the same time. 
 
    “Spoil-sports.” 
 
    “Your husband might not understand your interest in a boy-toy.” My deadpanned statement had Landon and Griff both choking this time. Poor guys. They might have nightmares for weeks after tonight’s conversation. 
 
    Gladys harrumphed and stood to leave. “Well, I think I’ll go on home. My money is still on Kendra though; maybe I’ll dig into her.” 
 
    Uttering any protests would be useless. Besides, Gladys pestering Kendra had to be better than her trying to track down a male stripper. “Goodnight, Gladys.” 
 
    “See you tomorrow.” Sam called out. “You will be able to work the afternoon so that Piper and I can get ready for the dinner, right?” 
 
    “I’ll be here.” Gladys stuffed a napkin of cookies into her purse as she left. 
 
    “You know what we need?” 
 
    “A list?” Sam guessed. 
 
    “Always. But I was going to say the beach.” 
 
    Griff hugged me. “That is a good plan.” 
 
    Landon stood, pulling Sam to her feet with him. “I agree. Let’s go.” 
 
    Piling into my truck, we made the short drive to the nearest public beach. With some scrounging, I was able to find an old blanket under the seat. I carried it with us over the dunes. The sun hung suspended in the sky; not quite sunset but not quite bright as day anymore. The tropical storm might be over but it had left its signature scrawled in mounds of seaweed across the sand. My beloved ocean, normally a crystalline blue and turquoise, yawned a deep navy swirled with brown, the waves extra rough and the tide up even higher than normal for this time of evening. Plastic bottles bobbed along the surface. 
 
    Landon and Griff, with the help of some large broken limbs, scraped a section of the beach clear of seaweed. 
 
    Sam grabbed two corners and helped me spread the blanket flat in the clean spot. We plopped down, letting our feet hang off, toes digging into the sand. It was a tight squeeze when Griff and Landon joined us. A very pleasant, tight squeeze. 
 
    For a time, we allowed the rhythm of the waves to relax us. Renewed clarity and energy seeped through me with each deep breath of salty air. 
 
    “Back to business.” I leaned away from Griff and fished my phone out of a pocket. “Sam, which of those assistants are you going to get in touch with and which should I?” I plugged the name and contact information for Janet into my phone as Sam gave it to me. 
 
    “Speaking of contact information,” she looked at Landon. “How is the search for Eva going?” 
 
    “There are a few promising leads, actually.” 
 
    “Tell us.” I crossed my legs on the blanket. Griff, too, shifted to see Landon better. 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to tell BeeBee yet. No sense in getting her hopes up.” 
 
    We all nodded. 
 
    “I searched for Fairfield in our database, specifying parameters that kept the search in the closest states only. We have hits for reported human trafficking in all of them except Georgia, so that didn’t narrow it down much.” 
 
    “Where’s the part that gets promising?” I prompted, impatient as ever. In the wake of the storm and the Deidra disaster, we needed some good news. 
 
    “The good news is that Fairfield, Alabama has a huge industrial side of town. Thinking about the smoke and factories that you told me BeeBee described, I decided to concentrate most efforts there for now and assume the traffickers have mostly been moving around the state rather than crossing state lines.” Landon rubbed his hands together. “There were four addresses for the name Clark. Only two of them have been in the area for over a decade.” 
 
    “So that’s good news?” Sam raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “I hope so. Tomorrow, I plan to dig even deeper. If I can’t find anything online, I’ll call them myself.” 
 
    “Please, let us know the moment you find out anything.” 
 
    Landon promised he would. 
 
    Sam stretched. Landon’s gaze followed her and I noticed Griff’s mouth tighten. I kissed him on the cheek. For Sam, purely distraction, a complete sacrifice on my part. Ha, right! 
 
    Leaning his forehead into mine, Griff looked into my eyes as if he could stay there forever. 
 
    I shifted, uncomfortable with the attention. Goodness knows what my hair looked like. I could feel the oily sheen on my face from sweat and salt. I broke eye contact; ducking my head, I looked at my phone. “We should probably all go home. There’s lots to do tomorrow.” 
 
    Sam groaned. “Let’s just skip tomorrow.” 
 
     “She’s right. We all have early mornings.” Landon rose. 
 
    The trek back to the truck was a quiet one. Sam and Landon walked ahead, whispering together. Griff tucked my hand in his, circling his thumb over my thumb. “They’re good together, you know?” I nudged him with my hip. “You may have to tone down the overprotective brother vibe.” 
 
    “Or not.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
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    Thursday morning, after shutting the alarm off, I remained in bed not moving. I listened. Silence. No drip-drop. No pitter-patter. No whooshing, pounding, thumping wind and rain. I hurried to the window, peeking out just to be certain. The storm had well and truly moved on. Obviously, the sun still hid below the horizon being four in the morning and all, but I had high hopes for a bright and cheery day.  
 
    Until I remembered. Dinner. “Urgh.” I groaned, leaning my head against the cool glass of the window pane. Dinner at the Seashell Bay Country Club with Mayor Lowe and Deidra. Sam was right; we should skip today and move on to Friday. 
 
    Friday! Yikes. The party. I forgot to make sure Victoria had everything she needed for desserts. At least Sam finished getting the supplies. I think. Another sigh escaped me. My mind zipped in a thousand directions. So much for a bright and cheery day. 
 
    ~ 
 
    At the bakery, I raced in a dozen directions. Due to a few flooded roads remaining, there was actual traffic this early in the morning as people left early to make it through all of the detours. Thanks to the unusually congested route, I arrived late to the bakery and yet, managed to be the first person there. Not a good sign. 
 
    Pre-heating the ovens, pulling dough out of the fridge, carrying boxes of baked cookies to the display case; the tasks that normally brought me joy seemed to be never-ending this morning. A car horn beeped out back. Cracking the door open, I saw Sam in the dim parking lot light struggling to carry boxes and bags and…were those balloons? 
 
    “Is Gladys here yet? Or Millie?” Sam puffed, out of breath and about to lose the juggling battle.  
 
    “Not yet.” I kicked the door stop in front of the door, propping it open. Just in time, I caught two boxes as they toppled from the stack in Sam’s arms. “What is all this stuff?” Somehow, she had made it all the way across the parking lot without catching her heels on a rock or in a pothole even though she couldn’t possibly see past the stack of packages. Amazing. It’s like high-heels are her superpower. 
 
    “Party supplies.” 
 
    A resounding thud sounded as we placed everything on the island table. 
 
    “Quick – we have to hide it before everyone gets here.” Sam opened the supply closet. 
 
    “Don’t you think Millie will see it when she goes in there for cleaning supplies?” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “Where do you think we’re going to hide balloons?” 
 
    Sam tapped her long fingernails on the table. “Flo’s Flowers!” 
 
    I considered it. “That’s actually pretty brilliant. Anybody who sees the balloons will assume they are going on a flower arrangement that Flo is making.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Okay. You take those to Flo; I’ll try to hide the rest of this in the pantry.” Surveying the mound of purchases again, I had to ask. “Don’t you think this might be a little much for one going away party?” 
 
    “It’s not for one going away party.” 
 
    “Then…?” 
 
    “Half of it is for a belated congratulations / engagement / wedding party / thing for Gladys.” Sam grinned. “No friend of mine is getting married without having a party. No reason we can’t do both at the same time.” 
 
    “Good idea, except one thing.” 
 
    Sam’s lips turned down in the tiniest frown. “What’s that?” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me, so now I don’t have a present for Gladys.” 
 
    Sam’s face lit up. Too late for me to take it back. And as expected, the next words from her mouth were predictable. “That means we get to go shopping before dinner tonight!” With an added bounce in her step, another unfathomable thing at this time of morning, she clasped the balloons and went to stow them next door. 
 
    With some serious speed and stacking skills, the other boxes were put away before she returned. 
 
    The door barely shut behind Sam before her phone rang. “It’s Vinny.” She moved to take the call in the café. 
 
    I scooped tiny balls of dough onto pans and slid them into the oven. Once the racks were filled, I set about making something new. Today would be experiment day. Olive Oil Rosemary Baby Bundt Cakes. By the time I had sprayed the miniature Bundt pan, Victoria and Millie were knocking on the back door. 
 
    Flipping the lock, I opened it and let them in.  
 
    “BeeBee already went to Flo’s.” Millie, seeing me looking around outside, spoke up. 
 
    Victoria knelt in front of the oven. “Sorry we’re late. Looks like you didn’t really need much help.” 
 
    “No problem. Did y’all still have issues with the roads?” 
 
    Millie nodded her head up and down, blonde ponytail swaying wildly. “We had to take a really long way.”  
 
    “Our scooters wouldn’t have made it through most of the water. Some of the shallow places might have been fine but we figured it’d be best not to risk it.” 
 
    I agreed with Victoria. “A few minutes late is far less expensive than an accident or injury.” 
 
    Sam tiptoed through the swinging door. 
 
    “Why are you being weird?” I tilted my head at her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You look like you’re sneaking. Why would you be sneaking in our own bakery?” 
 
    Victoria and Millie shrugged and nodded. “You look like my mom when my little brother first goes to sleep, like you don’t want your feet to touch the floor or an explosion might sound.” 
 
    “Maybe I tiptoed a little. The reason though is that I didn’t want Gladys to notice me slip away. She’s here and I need you to need her for something.” 
 
    I quirked a brow. “You’re making no sense.” 
 
    “Frédéric brought her to work today. If you hurry up and call Gladys back here for something then I can invite him…you know…” She faltered, unable to say more with Millie right there. 
 
    “Gotcha. On it.” I whisked out of the kitchen with Sam trailing behind before the girls could ask questions. Now they probably think we’re both nuts. 
 
    “Piper, you remember Frédéric?” Gladys stood up from pointing out different desserts and greeted me. 
 
    “How are you?” Smiling, I shook Frédéric’s hand. 
 
    “Je vais bien.” He inclined his head. “I’m doing fine. Merci.” 
 
    “Gladys, I need you in the kitchen for half a minute. Do you mind?” 
 
    “Of course not.” Patting Frédéric’s arm, she followed me. 
 
    Now, what to tell her needs her attention. I racked my brain for ideas as we walked through to the kitchen. She would know that it wasn’t to taste test; typically, we brought those into the café for whoever was working the counter. 
 
    “What did you need?” 
 
    I looked around, hoping inspiration would strike. Sadly, inspiration seemed to be taking the day off. “I…forgot?” 
 
    “Happens to me all the time.” Gladys turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    Eyebrows rose expectantly as she paused. I blurted the first thing that came to mind. “I wondered if Frédéric knows any savory dessert recipes. I hoped you could ask him, save me the embarrassment.” 
 
    Suspicion passed over Gladys’s face. Her hands moved to her hips. 
 
    “I could Google them, of course. But he’s a real French chef and all.” I gestured helplessly, sinking. Come on, Sam, hurry it up in there. Timid and embarrassed wasn’t my style; Gladys knew that and had to be wondering what was up with my odd behavior. 
 
    As if hearing my mental plea, Sam stuck her head through the door. “Hey Gladys, I think Frédéric is about to leave if you want to tell him bye. If you and Piper are done?” 
 
    “All done.” I spun on my heel and disappeared into the pantry before Gladys could get a word in. 
 
    For the rest of the morning, avoiding Gladys became my main objective. Easier said than done. The fourth time that I ducked into the pantry, or was it the fifth, Gladys cornered me. 
 
    “Strange. You’re alone.” 
 
    “What?” The comment puzzled me. My guard dropped. 
 
    Gladys crossed her arms and that teacher look she was so good at fell into place. “You’ve spent so much time in the pantry today that I felt certain I’d catch you in here making out with Griff. But no, it’s only you in here.” 
 
    I snatched an open bag of dark chocolate chips off the shelf. “You caught me. Bad cravings today.” She looked unconvinced. I tossed back a handful of the dark chocolate morsels, talking with my mouth full. “It’s that time of the month.” I rubbed a hand across my lower abdomen. 
 
    “Oh!” Understanding dawned on her face followed by a most sympathetic expression. “Score one for getting old, no more of that time of the month.” 
 
    Sam calling my name broke up the uncomfortable moment in the pantry. Stepping out into the kitchen, I sighed as Gladys made her way back to the café. “Yes?” I searched for Sam.  
 
    She stood by the back door. “We have to go early. Vinny called. He needs us to pick up the outfits for tonight.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    “Has there been any sign of that new story about your mother yet?” With the Seashell Bay Press employees abuzz yesterday with rumors of a new article, I expected another front-page headline. The hectic morning left no time for checking out the paper or social media. 
 
    Sam scrolled her phone as I drove. “Nope. I don’t see a thing yet. The announcement about food and shelter at the church looks great though.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Silence stretched as we drove. “Have you asked her about the adoption clinic photo yet?” 
 
    Sam’s head swung side to side. “I’m not sure I even want to.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Two reasons, really. First, she’ll probably flip her lid if I bring it up. Second, what if I was adopted? Do I want to know?” 
 
    “I think I would be too curious not to know.” 
 
    “This is it.” Sam pointed to a house on the left. 
 
    Signaling, I turned in. “Vinny works from home?” I changed the subject. Sam would figure out what to do when she was ready. 
 
    “No. He has an office on the East end of town. He said he wasn’t going in to work today when he called.” 
 
    I rang the doorbell, noting the camera feature and giving a little wave. 
 
    Hacking and coughing sounded before the door even opened. “Achoo!” 
 
    Involuntarily, I stepped back out of the germ range of sneezes. Vinny held a wad of tissue to his nose and trumpeted into it. 
 
    “I guess you’re a little under the weather.” 
 
    Vinny glared through puffy eyes. 
 
    “I mean, not you’re little. Or below the weather.” I stuttered. “Sick. You look sick.” 
 
    Vinny eyeballed Sam. “Your friend is a real smooth talker isn’t she.” Leaving the door open, Vinny waddled down the hall, blowing his nose every few seconds. 
 
    I waved an arm toward the house. Sam entered and I followed behind. Far behind. Vinny and I obviously weren’t meant to be chummy which was fine; the excess snot kept grossing me out anyway. 
 
    “Your clothes are in the purple bag.” Vinny stood in front of a pile of garment bags and boxes. There were various garment bags and boxes lined along the wall behind the sofa like sentinels. The purple garment bags lay across the coffee table, hanging off both ends. 
 
    “Thanks, Vinny.” Sam gently swooped the garment bags into her arms. 
 
    Making haste, I retreated into the hallway. Two steps. Only two steps before Vinny called me back. 
 
    “Where are you running off to? Someone has to carry all the rest.” 
 
    Wary, I re-entered the living room. “The rest of what?” 
 
    Jerking a thumb at three black and one golden garment bag swinging from the trim above a door across the room, Vinny used the other hand to blow his nose yet again. The man housed a mucus factory behind that flat nose. “Deidra’s order. It’s only right you deliver them, too. After all, my considerate nature and willingness to make a house call during a hurricane is how I ended up with this bloody cold.” 
 
    “It was not a hurricane.” I matched Vinny glare for glare. “It was a tropical storm.” 
 
    “Grab the bags, Piper.” Sam let out a long sigh. “We have to see Mother tonight regardless. Might as well get on her good side by bringing the rest of the clothes.” 
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    The rear-end of the truck slid sideways as I slammed on the brakes. “Holy cow!” 
 
    “The storm must have been even worse here than we realized.” Sam leaned forward in the seat, staring out the windshield at the massive tree laying across her parents’ driveway. “Maybe that’s why Jerry abandoned the guard house, to find someone to cut up the tree.” 
 
    “Maybe.” It had been odd to find the gate open and the old guard not at his post. Coming up on the tree, the storm was my first thought, too. I got out of the truck. I needed to see if driving around this mess would be possible. Something didn’t seem right. There were no broken tree limbs. Not a single limb from any of the surrounding trees. Only this one solid tree, directly across the drive. 
 
    Sam’s door slammed. She would probably ruin whatever heels she had on in all of this mud. 
 
    I picked my way through the branches and around the end of the tree. “Uh-oh.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Are we going to have to walk all the way to the house?” Sam asked. 
 
    “We’re going to have to walk all right. And we need to be careful.”  
 
    Sam drew close but stayed on the other side of the downed tree. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Crouching, I found my way back to her. “This wasn’t the storm. This tree has been cut down.” 
 
    “Like, on purpose?” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t know why. There’s no room to drive between the other trees. We’ve got to walk.” 
 
    “Okay. I guess we should take the bags?” Sam began unbuckling the straps on her heels. Deidra would have a fit when she showed up with bare, muddy feet. 
 
    “Isn’t there a golf cart or something at the house we can use to come get them?” Really, I thought we should burn the bags so we didn’t have to wear the crazy yellow outfits tonight. 
 
    “Probably.” Shoes off, Sam started walking forward. “Why do you think they cut the tree down?” 
 
    “That’s what worries me. The tree seemed perfectly healthy. The chainsaw was still sitting beside it; the motor was cold.” 
 
    Sam frowned. “It was cut down but not cut up?” 
 
    “Yep.” My mouth pulled into a grim line. “Someone blocked the driveway with no intention of unblocking it.” 
 
    Moving faster now, we held to the cover of the tree line and jogged toward the house. My eyes roamed the grounds. No movement that I could see, nothing to indicate anything was wrong but nothing to indicate everything was fine either. 
 
    Sam left the shade of the trees to go up the porch steps. 
 
    Pulling her back, I jerked my head around the side. 
 
    Sam gasped as she noticed what I did. An arm lay sticking out of the hedges next to the house. Both hands flew to her mouth, her eyes round with fear. 
 
    A finger to my lips, I shushed her. Whispering, I told her to stay put. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Stooping so low that I nearly crawled, I inched forward. With every snapping twig or rustling leaf beneath my foot, my gut clenched. My movements slowed the nearer I came to the bushes and the prone arm. I told myself that slow and quiet was necessary if I didn’t want anyone in the house to know we were outside, it’s hard to say. If I were honest with myself, I just really didn’t want to pull those bushes back and find out who lay among them. 
 
    Steeling myself, I drew a bracing breath and reached my hand forward. Pulling back the lower branches, I peered through the leaves. “Son of a!” I fell backward as something leapt out at me.  
 
    Hearing my cry of alarm, Sam rushed forward, brandishing one of her shoes as a weapon. 
 
    A small grayish brown frog hopped away. 
 
    My chin sunk to my chest in relief. “False alarm,” I whispered. We sat silently. I counted to five but my yelp seemed to have gone undetected. “Okay. Here goes.” Latching on to several branches again, I pulled the curtain of green hedge back. 
 
    “It’s Jerry.” Sam rested a hand on my shoulder as she peered beneath the foliage. Jerry, the kind-hearted guard from the guard shack. “Is he…?” 
 
    As I watched, his chest rose and fell in small breaths. Blood trickled from a spot behind his ear. “He’s alive but he’s been knocked out.” I kept my voice low and dropped the bushes back into place. 
 
    “Thank God,” Sam exhaled. “Now what?” 
 
    Before I could answer, my ringtone pealed out the Pink Panther theme song on full volume. 
 
    I fumbled with my pocket in my cargo pants but couldn’t get the button undone. The music played on and on. I finally jabbed the side button through the fabric, silencing the ringer, and jerked the flap, button flying off. The screen continued to show an incoming call. “Gladys?” I whispered. 
 
    “Piper, I have those recipes for you.” Her voice coming through the speaker in my ear sounded loud enough to wake the dead. I cringed. 
 
    “Gladys it isn’t a good time.” I whispered, sneaking a glance at the window above us. Did the curtain just twitch? “Send police to Deidra’s house.” 
 
    “What? What? Piper? I can barely hear you. Do you want the recipes?” 
 
    “No,” I growled a little louder. “Send the police to Deidra’s house.” 
 
    “What did that crazy woman do now?” 
 
    Gravel crunched behind us. I sprung around but froze when I saw the gun. 
 
    Sam lifted her hands into the air. 
 
    “Drop it.” A command, no doubt about it. 
 
    I let the phone slip from my grasp as told, hearing Gladys still on the other line, yelling my name. I hoped she hung up and called 911 fast; this didn’t look good. 
 
    “Hey, baby sister.” 
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    I couldn’t wrap my head around what I was seeing. Or hearing. Illogical. Ludicrous. Insane. At the prodding of the gun, Sam and I were marched into the house.  
 
    “Mother!” Sam lurched toward the dining table. Deidra Lowe sat at the head, dripping with jewelry like royalty and trussed up like the Thanksgiving turkey. 
 
    “Of course, you show up with her instead of someone who could actually get me out of this ridiculous situation.” Even tied to a chair, Deidra’s high-and-mighty attitude didn’t waver. “We’re never going to make it to the country club on time at this rate. And you, young man, are no longer invited. You’ll never dine anywhere but the inside of a prison for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Garrett waved the gun. “You’re right about one thing: you won’t be makin’ it to the country club on time. And neither will baby sis’ here either.”  
 
    “Why do you keep calling me that?” 
 
    A crazed grin spread across Garrett’s face. “You mean Mommy-Dearest here never told you about me? She wouldn’t have, now would she.” 
 
    Gone was the polished speech and fancy clothes. This man could have been Garrett’s homeless twin. Dirty, tattered jeans, stained with mud, a ripped dress shirt, half-tucked in and half loose; he looked like he’d been caught in the storm. And maybe he had. Maybe he’d been hit in the head and lost his mind. 
 
    Head whipping between Deidra and Garrett, lingering longer on Garrett and the gun, Sam choked out, “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Garrett,” I spoke softly, hands out in front of me as I stepped toward him. “Maybe, if you put the gun down, you can talk to us. Tell us what’s going on.” 
 
    “I’m going to tell you all right. I’m gonna tell everybody every single shameful secret this woman has.” He sneered at Deidra. 
 
    She stiffened and lifted her nose higher in the air. “Don’t listen to him, Samantha.” 
 
    “I said be quiet. One more word from your lying mouth and I duct tape it shut.” Garrett waved the gun back at me. “You. You’re going to tie up blondie here. I’d prefer to do it myself, among other things,” he stalked forward and rubbed a finger down Sam’s neck and along the collar of her shirt, “but then you might try to escape.” 
 
    Sam shuddered. 
 
    “What do you want me to tie her up with?” Anything to get him away from Sam. 
 
    Garrett dropped his hand from her and turned to point to a pile of rope across the room. It lay on a long, black rain slicker. Something clicked. My eyes jerked to the back of Garrett’s neck while he was still facing the rope. There it was. An oddly shaped white blob of a birthmark on the back of his neck. Sam had described it to me once after Sunday lunch. That was what struck me as familiar when I saw him running away from the old man. I didn’t put it together that the man in the raincoat was Garrett because I heard him called Wade. 
 
    “Okay. I’m getting the rope.” I kept my hands up and moved slowly across the room, one small step at a time, hoping to put him at ease. A twitchy trigger finger we did not need. At least this time it isn’t my fault we’re in the middle of a crazy mess. Not much consolation but still, the thought spurred me on to find a way out, if only to point that out to Sam later. For now, I’d keep it to myself; I doubted she would currently be amused. 
 
    “Hurry up.” Garrett scowled, yanking the top two buttons of his collar undone. Sweat beaded on his forehead. I began to think he might be as nervous as we were. There might be hope for us yet. 
 
    I edged between Garrett and Sam. Grabbing her hand, I led her away from him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” More a roar than a yell, Sam flinched and shut her eyes tight as Garrett came up behind us. 
 
    Turning, I talked to him like I would one of Grandpa Rex’s grandboys. “It’s okay, Garrett. I’m taking her to the end of the table to tie her up by Deidra, exactly like you asked me to. That way, you can watch them both easier.” Garrett’s face clouded and I could practically see the squeaky wheels grinding in there, trying to process that information. Spinning, I pulled Sam further away while he remained preoccupied. 
 
    I grabbed a chair, dragging it a little bit closer to Deidra. Making a big show of sitting Sam up straight in it, I leaned close to her ear and whispered. “He’s Wade. From the church dead guy.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows but stayed otherwise impassive. 
 
    “Get on with it.” 
 
    Gathering the rope, I wound it around Sam, weaving it in and out of the carved wooden design on the chair back. 
 
    “You better make it tight.” Garrett narrowed his gaze at me. 
 
    At least the gun was finally lowered to his side, no longer waving around the room. 
 
    “You bet.” I tugged on Sam’s hands, pulling them all the way to one side of her chair and kicking Deidra’s foot under the table. She glared at me. I bumped her again, this time gaining her attention lower. Sam’s hands were within reach. 
 
    One sharp nod. The only acknowledgement Deidra gave. I hoped she understood. 
 
    As expected, Garrett marched down the table the moment I stepped away from Sam and checked the knot. It was as tight as a fishing line hung on a log.  
 
    Garrett grunted, jerking me by the elbow and, as I allowed him to lead me to the other side of the table, I almost smiled. He hadn’t noticed that Deidra could now reach Sam’s hands with her own. With a little luck, plus some discreet wiggling, one or both of them would be free soon. 
 
    Since I had used the last of the rope on Sam, Garrett held on to me while he tried to decide what to do next. 
 
    “Are you going to tell us all the secrets now?” Sam’s voice cracked through the silence like a whip. 
 
    Garrett scowled. “Impatient, aren’t you.” 
 
    “Kind of bored, actually.” Sam exaggerated a yawn. “I’m not a big fan of being tied up and held against my will. I have better things to do.” 
 
    While Sam was buying time, I scanned the room through lowered lashes. Other than getting my hands on a chair, there wasn’t much hope of securing a weapon. The only things Deidra had in the dining room were expensive, delicate little teacups in a magnificent display case, so large I doubted I could even push it over if given the chance, and a silver spoon collection in a shadowbox on the wall that I would have to stand on tiptoe to reach. 
 
    A sharp tug on my elbow interrupted my scheming. “Sit down.” Garrett shoved me roughly into a dining chair. Turning, he glowered at Sam. “You have better things to do? That sounds familiar.” Hatred filled his eyes as his gaze moved over Deidra. “She always had better things to do, too.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sam tilted her head. 
 
    “She got pregnant before she got married. But she had better things to do than raise a kid. Better life to live than be the wife of some broke cashier.” 
 
    Deidra’s mouth tightened in a thin line. She didn’t blink, didn’t speak, staring at Garrett with contempt. 
 
    “Is it true?” Sam looked at her mother. 
 
    “You bet its true.” Garrett snapped. His fingernails digging into my shoulder now. 
 
    Deidra remained silent. No denial. No laughter, no protest; only a stony face and rigid posture. 
 
    “And you think you’re her son?” I looked up at Garrett, drawing his attention back to me with the question, giving Sam and Deidra more time to work the ropes. 
 
    Garrett squeezed my shoulder tighter. The gun pointing at my chest as he waved it admonishingly. “I don’t think; I know. I have proof. Now, shut up. Nobody is talking to you.” 
 
    Yep. Must be Deidra’s blood; he inherited her unfathomable annoyance with me and he doesn’t even know me. 
 
    “Can you show me?” Sam lowered her lashes, turning her mouth down at the corners in a tiny pout. “Can you show me your proof that our mother abandoned you?” 
 
    “You wanna see?” Garrett dropped the gun back to his side. He let go of my shoulder, taking small steps toward Sam. She was playing him and the maniac couldn’t even see it, so hungry for sympathy and belonging. 
 
    “Please.” Sam nodded. Eyelashes batting. She deserved an Emmy. 
 
    Placing my hands flat on the table, I eased up out of the chair. Just a few inches. Slow movements. Move. Pause. Move. Pause. My pulse raced in my ears. The door was only six or eight feet behind me. If I could make it back to my phone…. My heel bumped the chair leg and the scraping sound it made dragging across the floor made us all jump. 
 
    Garrett spun back around. 
 
    I tried to run, knocking over the chair. Garrett kicked it at me. It slammed into the back of my ankles and I stumbled, falling to one knee and my hands. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” The gun swung uncomfortable close again as Garrett righted the chair. 
 
    “Bathroom?” 
 
    “Sit down.” 
 
    “Sorry, I used all the rope.” I shrugged. “Now there isn’t anything for you to tie me up with.” Sam made exasperated faces at me behind Garrett’s back; no doubt she thought I was an idiot for choosing sarcasm to point out the obvious flaws in Garrett’s plan right now. 
 
    “I’ll still tie you up. Hold still.” Garrett began fumbling with his belt. 
 
    Chewing on my bottom lip, forcing myself to sit still and act defeated, I waited for any chance, any opening to take advantage of his divided attention.  
 
    Garrett cursed as the buckle stuck. Frustrated, his one-handed attempts useless, Garrett put the gun down on the table and focused entirely on his belt. 
 
    This might be the last shot we had. Praying it worked, and hoping that either Sam or Deidra had gotten their ropes loose, I sprung up from my chair. With all the force I could manage, I rammed my elbow into Garrett’s side, grabbing for the gun. 
 
    Garrett shoved me from behind, arm reaching around me. We grappled for the gun. I couldn’t get a good grip. Not willing to risk Garrett getting it, I used the back of my hand to slide the gun away from us both. 
 
    Pain erupted along my jaw as Garrett grabbed a fistful of hair and shoved my head into the table. I slid to the ground. Garrett raised a booted foot above me and I curled inward, wrapping my arms around my head, bracing for the blow. 
 
    “Garrett, stop!” 
 
    The pain didn’t come. I risked a peek out one eye. Garrett wasn’t looking at me anymore. From below the table, I could see Sam’s legs. She was standing. Her ropes lay coiled on the floor. Praise God! I scrambled to my feet, grimacing against my aching jaw. Warm liquid ran down my chin. Wiping my hand across my mouth, I found my lower lip bleeding. 
 
    “Piper, tie him up.” Sam had the gun trained on Garrett. 
 
    Deidra stood, her ropes also removed, and tried to walk past me as I made my way around the table. 
 
    “Mother, where are you going?” 
 
    Deidra rubbed her wrists. “To get dressed, of course. We have a dinner to get to. You did bring the clothes, right?” She studied her hands again. “I’ll have to change jewelry to cover these hideous marks.” 
 
    “Mother!” Sam’s voice startled me. She kept her eyes on Garrett, sparing a cutting glance for Deidra. “You aren’t leaving yet. We are going to get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    “I will not waste any more time in this room with this lunatic.” 
 
    Garrett growled. “I should have shot you. I should have killed you just like you killed my father.” 
 
    Deidra pushed past me. 
 
    “Do not leave this room, Mother.” 
 
    “Or what? You aren’t going to shoot me, dear.” She fluffed her hair and took another step. 
 
    I raised my eyes at Sam. She gave me a nod of permission. Grabbing Deidra by the wrist, I held her in place. “Sam said stay. Not to mention, the police will surely be here soon. I have a feeling they would also prefer we are all still here not galivanting off to sip martini’s and stuff yourself with shrimp.” 
 
    Deidra’s eyes flashed. “How dare you!” 
 
    I didn’t see the slap coming. My already hurt jaw was set on fire when Deidra slapped the same side of my face. Thinking didn’t come into play. I reacted. And I punched her in the stomach. 
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     “Oomph.” She doubled over and I pulled her back into a chair. 
 
    “Well, hell.” 
 
    My head snapped up as a new voice exclaimed in the room. Landon! Landon stood in the doorway, just behind one of the best sights of my life: a uniformed police officer with his gun trained on Garrett. 
 
    “Ma’am,” the officer sent Sam a hard look. “You need to put the weapon down.”  
 
    Sam shakily sat the gun down and leaned forward, palms on the table, breathing deeply. 
 
    My sense of relief turned into dread as I looked around. Had Griff seen me punch his mother?  
 
    Landon must have seen the look of guilt. “Griff is outside helping get that security guard guy into the golf cart.” 
 
    I sighed. Thank goodness. 
 
    “Jerry.” Sam supplied the name as she straightened. “The guard is Jerry. So, he’s okay?” 
 
    Landon shrugged. 
 
    “I want these people arrested.” Deidra pointed to Garrett and me. “Both of them. He broke into my house and she assaulted me.” 
 
    The cop radioed outside for assistance. Cuffing Garrett, he looked at me. “Is this true?” 
 
    Sam spoke before I could explain. “Piper merely detained my mother as she tried to flee before giving a statement.” 
 
    “Tell you what. We are all going downtown and everyone will give a statement.” He tugged at his collar, clearly uncomfortable with the look of outrage Deidra shot his way. “This one is above my paygrade to sort out.” 
 
    Griff appeared in the doorway and hurried inside. “What in the world?” He gave each of us an incredulous stare. 
 
    “It is a long, long story.” I sagged, feeling energy drain out of me. 
 
    Sam nodded. “And I don’t think we’ve heard the whole thing yet.” 
 
    ~ 
 
    At the station, it didn’t take long to sort out Deidra’s accusations and see to it that she stopped trying to press charges. Sam confirmed my story that Deidra actually slapped me first. Given that dried blood covered part of my face and multiple colors of bruising had started, the police were inclined to agree that we were both at fault. I didn’t correct their assumption that Deidra’s slap had done most of the damage; it had definitely added to the array of colors dotting my face. 
 
    Mayor Lowe, called in from a late game of golf, showed up blustering about the nerve of the police department to detain his wife. They ignored him, insisting Deidra and Mayor Lowe stay to sort out the accusations of Garrett. 
 
    At Griff’s request, they allowed us to listen to the interview. 
 
    “I didn’t know these things were real.” Sam ran her fingers around the glass, window on our side, mirror on the other. 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “It smells like sweat and fish in here.” 
 
    “Shh. They’re starting.” 
 
    I joined Sam to stand at the window. Griff chose a chair, leaning forward, resting his elbows on his knees. 
 
    “Please state your name, for the record.” 
 
    “Wade Dunkin.” 
 
    “Well, now we know Garrett’s actual name.” That confirmed my thoughts that he was the man who ran away from the older man’s body at the church. 
 
    “Yeah. Now it’s time to find out who he is.” Sam shivered. 
 
    Placing a hand on her back, I nodded. “Whoever he is, we’ll deal with it.” I knew the accusations against her mother, supposedly his mother, hit her hard. Griff, I glanced back at him, well, Griff kept his thoughts hidden right now. 
 
    The crackling voice through the intercom snared my attention. 
 
    “You were heard accusing Deidra Lowe of killing your father. Your father,” the detective consulted a notepad, “James Dunkin passed away this week of a heart attack. His body was found at the Sandy Shores Evangelical Church. No evidence of foul play turned up. You were the last person seen by the body.” 
 
    “She killed him.” Wade banged his fists on the table. I had trouble thinking of him as Wade and not as Garrett. “He may have had a heart attack but she may as well have shot him. My dad’s heart broke when that witch tried to give me up for adoption without even consulting him. His heart broke when she made him buy me from her, threatening him if he even thought about taking her to court and creating a scandal. Said if she couldn’t give me up for adoption that he had to pay to adopt me himself or she would sell me to someone else.” 
 
    Sam’s jaw clenched. I kept rubbing small circles between her shoulder blades. For her sake, I really hoped this Wade guy was delusional. Somewhere, deep in my gut, I feared everything he said about Deidra would turn out to be true. 
 
    “Mr. Dunkin, you weren’t even born at the time. How is it that you came to this knowledge? Do you have proof?” 
 
    “I’ve got proof. My freshman year of school, I went looking for some money or some beer. Figured Dad probably kept it stashed in his room since there wasn’t any in the fridge; he always smelt like beer, my old man. I knew there had to be some around. Instead, I found a box of photos and papers in my dad’s closet.” Wade stared into the corner of the room. His eyes grew distant. “The lid barely fit on the box. Stuff stuck out all the sides. I bumped it looking for some cash. Everything spilled in the floor and I thought ‘oh shit, I better clean this up.’ But the pictures were of my dad and this girl. Everywhere, the park, the ocean, in bed. She looked wild and they both seemed crazy happy.” 
 
    “Did you ask your dad about the box?” The detective looked up from taking notes. 
 
    “Yeah. I thought she must be my mom because there were pictures of her pregnant. Then I found the picture from the adoption agency and I got confused. I took it all out that night, spread it across the dining table and demanded he tell me about her.” 
 
    Wade shook his head. “I thought he’d be angry. I was angry. Ready to fight. But he wasn’t. He got scared, so, so scared, man.” Tears welled at the corners of Wade’s eyes. “He told me that nobody could find out. That he’d promised her. Turns out, the pretty lady in the photos decided she could do better than dear old dad when she caught the eye of a well-to-do politician. She erased all traces of her old life. Couldn’t have the scandal, she told dad, couldn’t let anything threaten the career of the man who would one day sit in the White House.” 
 
    Sam balked. Her mother had abandoned a man and child for a greedy dream of power. 
 
    “Dad told me to let it go.” Wade continued, getting angrier. His face turned red. “He started drinking even more. I started getting into trouble. Finally, I left and decided to find her. I couldn’t get close as Wade Dunkin. I knew that. So, I became Garrett Hopsinger. A few fake stories about success. Shiny gold watches and a nice car, stolen or rented, and it worked like a charm. All Deidra Lowe saw were dollar signs, same as before.” A harsh laugh burst from Wade’s throat. “She played right into my hand, trying to foist her barbie-doll daughter off on me. I would have ruined her, too, caused a great incest scandal just to see Deidra’s face when she found out who I was. Little sister wasn’t interested in money like Mommy-Dearest; lucky for her, I guess. She wasn’t interested but I could still let the whole world see what kind of scum the perfect mayor’s wife really was.” 
 
    “So, you leaked stories and photos to the paper and media?” 
 
    “That’s right. There’s more than enough proof of what kind of person Deidra is. I just dug it up and let people see it.” 
 
    “Why go to her home? Why break in, tie her up? Why not release the story about your birth and let it run its course?” 
 
    “It wasn’t enough. I heard the paper might not print any more stuff with her threatening to sue. She had to know money didn’t make her better; it didn’t make her untouchable.” 
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    By the time we left, Sam shook from head to toe. Griff agreed to let me take her to my place. I doubted she wanted to see the duplex gifted to them by her parents on their ascent to greater things; I doubted she wanted to think of them much at all. Thankfully, my truck was in the lot in front of the police station. I didn’t know or care how it got there, only grateful that someone had brought it from Deidra’s home. 
 
    Nothing else major came from the interview. The detective gathered additional details, details that could be confirmed later. Wade demanded a DNA test and requested that it be released to the public. I doubted anyone would be accommodating that demand, though the DNA test was ordered and I wouldn’t be surprised if news “accidentally” spread. 
 
    Deidra and Gregory showed up to dinner at the country club that night where Gregory Lowe, pale-faced and rigid, announced his resignation as mayor.  
 
    The rest of us avoided the dinner and as much social media coverage of it as possible. It fleetingly occurred to me that Vinny would be disappointed that all of his hard work on outfits had gone to waste.  
 
    Speculation was spinning by the time the late-night news came on as to whether or not the mayor’s marriage would survive any better than his political career after one photo caught Gregory giving Deidra a rather distasteful look before the speech. I turned off the television, disgusted with the parasitic nature of people to latch onto scandal like a tic on a dog. 
 
    Sam didn’t argue when I gave her Ibuprofen and Benadryl and sent her to bed early. She hadn’t spoken much on the way home. It was tempting to blabber, keeping up a stream of conversation to try to make her feel better but I knew she would be okay. She just needed time for the shock to wear off. 
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    Friday morning, I woke before the alarm and turned it off, sneaking out while Sam slept. She needed the rest and the Ooey Gooey would be fine without her for the morning. 
 
    She disagreed. By ten I had a dozen texts from her asking why I let her oversleep. I smiled. She might still be hurting, no doubt, but her take charge attitude asserted itself again; she was coping. I silenced my phone and got back to work. Sam would undoubtedly be here in no time. 
 
      
 
    Sam: Don’t you know it is party day!!! 
 
    Sam: We have so much to do. 
 
    Sam: I’ll be there soon. Have to find clothes. 
 
    Sam: Your closet is pathetic. 
 
      
 
    The last message made me laugh out loud. Victoria waited for me to share the joke but I shook my head. Back to business. “Are all the special desserts ready for tonight?” 
 
    Victoria gave me a flour-coated thumbs-up. “You bet.” 
 
    “Great. I’m going to run to Flo’s and make sure they have the balloons and bouquet ready.” 
 
    I knocked on the back door. Flo opened it wide. “Come in. Is it true?” 
 
    “Is what true?” The question caught me off guard. 
 
    “The mayor resigned after he had to get his wife out of jail yesterday?” 
 
    My jaw dropped. Boy, rumors in a small town were like chicken pox at a sleepover, popping up overnight, all big and crazy. “No. Well, he resigned but Deidra wasn’t in jail. I mean, she was at the jail but not arrested. We all were. Not arrested.” Words stammered out of me, none making sense. I rubbed both hands down my face. Really, I was too tired for this. 
 
    “Maybe you should come sit down and start over.” Flo led me to a row of stools.  
 
    BeeBee popped in from the store as I sat down. “Hey!” She looked happier each day.  
 
    It cheered me to see her thriving after all that she had been through. I wanted desperately to tell her Landon might find someone who knew Eva soon but I bit my lip. “Hey yourself,” I said lamely. “I came to see if the party flowers would be ready tonight or if y’all needed any help?” 
 
    “Everything is ready.” Flo nodded for BeeBee to open up one of the cabinets near her. 
 
    I clapped my hands. The arrangement for Millie begged to be photographed. In a gorgeous pewter vase, they had arranged flowers into bold sections of color: yellow, orange, red, violet, blue, white. Behind the flowers, an oversized painter’s palette stood making each group of flowers look like the colors of paint dabbed on it. Breathtaking. “Millie is going to love this.” I laughed. “She’ll probably start sketching it immediately.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Flo blushed. “I’ll admit, it took a lot of thinking to come up with the idea. BeeBee actually suggested adding art supplies to the arrangement. It was the perfect suggestion but I didn’t have any. When I went shopping and saw this giant palette, I just knew.” 
 
    I understood. Sometimes cookies were like that for me. Most likely anyone who created had experienced the struggle, the angst and banging your head against the wall on some days whereas on others ideas sprang to life on their own and begged you to bring them to life. 
 
    BeeBee took me to the store of the shop to show me several new flowers. I left out the front and strolled slowly down the sidewalk back to the Ooey Gooey. Millie, I noticed, had cleaned all of the windows, removing all traces of the paint used to attract customers during the blackout. The café hummed with energy when I went in the door. Many customers looked up and greeted me. I stopped to chat with several, whispering an invite to tonight’s party to a few, explaining the need for secrecy. 
 
    Most were excited to be invited. Grandpa Rex, looking very disappointed, said that he wouldn’t be able to make it and left. 
 
    “Sam’s here.” Gladys pointed back to the kitchen when I made my way to the counter at last. 
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    “You mean, besides mad at you for not waking her up?” Gladys chuckled. “She seemed fine.” 
 
    Last night, after Sam went to bed, I had called and updated Gladys, thanking her for calling the police. 
 
    “You want those recipes now?” 
 
    My blank stare clued Gladys in that I had no idea what she was talking about. 
 
    “Girl, your memory is getting worse than mine. You need to get one of those reminder apps; they’re great.” Gladys handed me two index cards. “The recipes for savory French desserts that you wanted from Frédéric. Here., I got them.” 
 
    “Ohhh! Oh. Yes.” I took the cards. “Thanks, Gladys.” Now I had to come up with a day to make savory French desserts or else tell Gladys that I hadn’t needed them, only time to distract her. Nope. French desserts sounded way better. Looking at the cards, I read the recipe titles. Pistachio Profiterole and Chocolate Chili Éclair. Definitely sound interesting, though I don’t understand the trend to mix chilis into chocolate. 
 
    Too busy to stay mad long, Sam forgave me for letting her sleep. She did look tons better today, her color bright, her smile in place didn’t look forced. It still drooped occasionally but then she’d be laughing with Millie or Victoria again in no time. Business stayed busy and Sam stayed in the kitchen. A good decision, since several of the new faces out front probably only came to find out from Sam if the rumors about Deidra were true. They didn’t have to wait long. The six o-clock news ran an extra feature all about the skeletons in the Lowe family closet. The news app on my phone sent me an alert when the story broke. Before turning it off, I learned that Wade Dunkin had been sentenced to fifteen years in prison. 
 
    When the customers in the bakery thinned to only those invited to the party, I returned to the kitchen and sent Millie out front under the guise of helping Gladys. Sam texted Flo to tell her we were ready. Victoria and I carried trays of goodies while Sam held the swinging door open for us. Flo and BeeBee came through the street-side entrance in the front. 
 
    “What’s all this?” Gladys wanted to know. 
 
    Millie looked up from wiping down a table. Her eyes found the Artist’s Love Bouquet, as Flo called it, and gasped. Putting a hand to her throat, Millie stood transfixed as Victoria took the bouquet from Flo and presented it to her. 
 
    “You didn’t think you could sneak out of town without a party, did you?” Victoria teased. 
 
    Another handful of guests crowded through the front door, including a particularly snazzy looking off-duty fireman. Millie blushed. 
 
    “Surprise!” Sam smiled. 
 
    “Happy going away party.” I hugged Millie. 
 
    “I really don’t know what to say.” Millie shook her head, stunned. “This, all of it,” she gestured to the food and balloons all around, “this is so incredible. I can’t believe it.” 
 
    One more jingle of the bell announced the arrival of Frédéric. Looking to Millie, I said, “Hope you don’t mind sharing the spotlight but we’re also having a Wedding Reception for Gladys.” 
 
    “What?” Gladys’s look of shock made the crowd laugh. 
 
    “Double surprise!” Sam laughed. 
 
    “You two girls.” Tears rolled down Gladys’s nose from the corners of her eyes. “Thank you, very much.” 
 
    The bakery bash lasted half the night. Millie agreed to go out with the cute fireman before she left town, exchanging phone numbers. Victoria’s creations, some regular dessert favorites and others new recipes, were a hit. Not a crumb remained. 
 
    “I’m going to miss you girls.” Gladys sniffed as the last of the guests were leaving. Frédéric held the door, waiting on her. 
 
    Sam hugged her. “You aren’t leaving on your cruise for several more weeks.” 
 
    “That’s right. You aren’t rid of us yet.” I winked. “Goodnight Frédéric.” 
 
    “Thank you for coming.” Sam shook his hand. “And congratulations again.” 
 
    “Bonne nuit.” The French accent rang crisply through the room. “Good night. Thank you to you girls.” 
 
    We waved then turned and looked at the mess that was the café of the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery. 
 
    “Goodness, that’s a lot of cleaning to do.” Sam looked at her watch. 
 
    “And you’re sure it would be wrong to call the guests of honor, who happen to be employees, back to help with the cleaning.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Okay.” I sighed. “Guess we better get started if we plan to get home before morning.” 
 
    “Guess so.” Sam kicked her heels off, sliding them into a corner. 
 
    BeeBee tackled the hardest task, already in the kitchen cleaning dishes. She had insisted that Victoria leave and continue to celebrate with Millie.  
 
    The kitchen door swung open. My insides melted and I grinned wide enough to hurt my sore jaw. Griff walked out wearing my apron. Landon, two steps behind him, matched wearing Sam’s. 
 
    “Did someone call for a cleaning crew?” Griff spread his arms wide. 
 
    I felt luckier than a chocoholic left alone in the candy factory. “What would I do without you?” I placed a quick kiss on Griff’s cheek. 
 
    “I don’t plan for you to find out.” He cupped the back of my head and pulled me in for a much longer kiss. 
 
    Raucous whistles from Landon and gagging noises from Sam eventually brought my feet back down to earth as I floated away from Griff to scrub at an already clean spot on the counter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE[image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Really? Cool. Really? Wow! Great. Yes,” Sam nodded. “See you then.” 
 
    “Who was that?” I pointed to the phone in her hand as she hung up. 
 
    “Landon.” Her eyes sparkled. We were at the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery early this Sunday morning, getting everything prepped before it was time to go to church. 
 
    “Did he decide on a place to live?” 
 
    “Yes, he found a dilapidated beach house. Damaged during the storm, the owners are high-tailing it to somewhere without hurricanes and tropical storms so they are selling it at a steep discount.” 
 
    “Oh? That’s awesome.” 
 
    “But that isn’t the best part!” Sam clapped her hands together. 
 
    Tilting my head to the side, I studied her. “Wait – did her…?” I didn’t want to say it out loud and jinx it. 
 
    “He found her.” Sam nodded, her smile stretching to her ears. 
 
    “Incredible. Praise God!” 
 
    “He’s going to tell BeeBee after church today.” 
 
    I couldn’t wait for her to find out that Eva had been found. My hands itched to text her even now and share the amazing news. 
 
    The sermon seemed to last infinitely longer than normal, no doubt due to my giddiness for BeeBee and desire to be there when she found out. I hadn’t seen Landon before church started but assumed that he was around somewhere. Gregory and Deidra Lowe were also noticeably absent, though that didn’t surprise me at all. 
 
    Now, as Pastor Dan finally began the closing prayer, I could barely sit still. 
 
    “Amen.” The congregation echoed Pastor Dan as he gave thanks for the town’s protection during the crazy storms of the past week. 
 
    I practically leapt to my feet, craning my neck to peer through the crowd of exiting members. 
 
    “Piper, are you okay?” BeeBee flashed concerned eyes my direction. 
 
    “Never better!” 
 
    “I think she’s just ready for lunch.” Sam raised her eyebrows at me. “Landon is meeting us at the bakery with Shrimp Baskets from Momma’s Diner.” 
 
    “He is? I mean, yes, that’s it. I’m famished, let’s go.” 
 
    “Famished?” Sam whispered to me as I led the way through the throng of people toward the double doors at the rear of the church. “You are really terrible at secrets. 
 
    “Hush. I use big words all of the time; it doesn’t mean something is up.” 
 
    “Whatever you say.” 
 
    I stuck my tongue out at Sam and walked to the passenger side of her car. She, BeeBee, and I climbed inside. Griff would meet us at the Ooey Gooey. 
 
    ~ 
 
    As Sam passed the parking spots on the street in front of the store, driving around to the back as always, I noticed not only Landon’s car but also Gladys’s and an unfamiliar third vehicle parked by the curb. 
 
    I unlocked the back door and led the way into the empty kitchen. Muffled voices sounded through the door from the café. 
 
    “We aren’t eating in the kitchen?” BeeBee wondered aloud. It was where we typically gathered to snack or eat before we worked. 
 
    “Sounds like Landon and Gladys have the food set up in the café.” Sam smiled. “Let’s go and see.” 
 
    My grin by this point probably looked crazy enough to scare children. I had a sneaking suspicion that Landon was planning to do more than just break the news of Eva’s location to BeeBee. Griff’s truck rumbled up and I went to hold the door open for him. Taking his hand, I drug him inside and hurried to catch up to Sam and BeeBee who were going through the swinging door. 
 
    BeeBee stood rooted to the spot right behind the counter. Landon stood, helping an older woman to her feet. A young pre-teen girl peered around them both, shiny black hair framing her face and extending below her elbows. 
 
    “BeeBee, I have someone here who would like to see you.” He clasped the elderly woman by the elbow, bringing a steadying presence to her shaky legs. “I’ve found Mrs. Clark and she was kind enough to bring Eva to Seashell Bay this afternoon.” 
 
    “Eva.” BeeBee whispered the word, cupping both hands over her mouth. Her head shook from side to side as if she were afraid to believe it. 
 
    Eva looked up to Mrs. Clark who nodded, laugh lines creasing at her eyes as she smiled widely at the girl. Blessing received, Eva dashed forward and crashed into BeeBee’s torso. Wrapping her arms around her big sister, Eva said softly, “You’re real. I thought maybe I only imagined you but you’re real. My big sister.” 
 
    BeeBee sobbed, grabbing hold of Eva and picking her up off the floor even though they were nearly the same height. 
 
    Sam and I dabbed our own eyes, gladly accepting napkins that Gladys passed us before blowing her own nose. Mrs. Clark looked as joyful as the girls as Landon helped her to sit back down. 
 
    “There isn’t really any shrimp, is there?” Griff’s voice cut into the sniffling and crying. 
 
    I laughed out loud, swatting at him. “No. There is no shrimp but you can go get us some if you want to.” 
 
    “On it.” He winked and left, going back through the kitchen. 
 
    BeeBee held tight to Eva’s hand as she hurried over to hug Landon. “Thank you!” She turned to Mrs. Clark. “And thank you, Mrs. Clark, for taking care of Eva all this time. I’m so sorry that I didn’t talk to you or find a better way….” 
 
     “Don’t apologize.” Mrs. Clark frowned. “You were only a child. Eva has been my greatest blessing. She kept me company and brought me great joy every day; I’m only sorry that I’m a daft old lady who didn’t realize you needed help.” Mrs. Clark sighed. “The first night at my house, Eva tried to sleep in the cat kennel.” 
 
    My stomach lurched at the thought of the terrible things these girls and so many others like them had endured. 
 
    Mrs. Clark continued. “After several days of not being able to get her to talk and not finding anyone at that massage place again, I finally decided I would have to take her to the police station. That’s when she told me everything. At least, everything she could. She told me about the men that beat you and that you told her the only way to stay safe from the bad men was to stay with me. She told me about sleeping in big boxes. I probably shouldn’t have kept her, not without telling someone, but it scared me to death to think that if I turned her in, she might have to go back to a life like that again.” 
 
    “So, nobody ever asked questions about where she came from?” Sam looked shocked. 
 
    “I didn’t have a big social calendar. Being a reclusive old lady has its benefits. Intimately familiar with our tiny library, I checked out books and homeschooled Eva as best I could. Eventually, I asked about how to use the computers and a nice boy working there for the summer showed me how to take free classes. As Eva got older, she used the computers at the library to study.” Mrs. Clark smiled. “She even made a few friends over the years, the type she could chat with and laugh with in the library though they never got closer than that.” 
 
    “How did you find them?” BeeBee looked up at Landon and asked, awe in her expression. He would be her hero forever. 
 
    After explaining to BeeBee about narrowing the search down to the two addresses in Fairfield, Landon said, “The first Clark residence that I called had three children, triplets, and didn’t know anything about a missing child. When I spoke to Agnes,” he placed a hand on Mrs. Clark’s shoulder, indicating her, “she was hesitant to answer my questions. Instead, she kept turning them back on me. I got the sense that she definitely knew something but wanted to protect her information.” 
 
    BeeBee glanced at Mrs. Clark who nodded, a sad smile. “I always feared someone would come to take Eva from me. I felt guilty for not reporting her even though I felt like it was the best situation for her.” 
 
    “I called her again. Three days in a row and each day I asked my questions but I explained a little more about myself and my goal as well. On that third day, she agreed to bring Eva here to meet you.” 
 
    Mrs. Clark patted BeeBee’s arm. “God gave me peace about it. I knew you girls needed each other.” 
 
    “Thank you!” BeeBee hugged Mrs. Clark and Landon and her sister all again. 
 
    I had a feeling she would be hugging everyone in sight for quite some time. Griff strolled in bearing plastic bags full of cartons of shrimp, crawfish, and red potatoes. I stole into the kitchen and hunted up enough leftover cookies to fill a platter. Returning to the café, I nodded my head to Sam and the door. 
 
    Following my silent request, she locked the front door and returned the sign to the closed side. Mina the mini-palm gave a little happy dance as Sam walked past. Today wasn’t a day for business. Today was for family, new and old; our wonderful, eclectic little Ooey Gooey family. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Note from the Author 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Thank you so much for taking the time to read the Ooey Gooey Bakery Mysteries. 
 
    I hope that you enjoyed getting to know Piper and Sam and company. Hopefully, you were also able to take the time to learn something new about human trafficking and the many lives it impacts.  
 
    If Gladys was your favorite character, you aren’t going to want to miss out on my next cozy mystery series, Adventures of Gladys. Keep reading for a sneak preview of book 1. 
 
    For more about me or information on other books, visit www.katherinebrownbooks.com 
 
    Sign up for notifications from my newsletter to make sure you receive news of future new releases! 
 
    If you have enjoyed the books, I would really appreciate you leaving a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or BookBub as well.  
 
    Reviews are a great way to help my book reach other readers like yourself. 
 
    Thanks again! 
 
    Sincerely, 
 
    Katherine 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sneak Preview 
 
      
 
    BONBON VOYAGE 
 
    Adventures of Gladys Book 1 
 
      
 
    “Sheesh. I thought Sam was bad.” Piper stared in disbelief at the luggage in front of her. 
 
    “Hey!” Sam smacked Piper in the arm. 
 
     “How long did you say this cruise will be?” Piper hefted one of Gladys’s three large suitcases onto the portable luggage cart. 
 
    “Nine days.” Gladys twirled a bright purple umbrella above her head, flinging light drops of rain at everyone around her. 
 
     “Gladys, how could you need three full suitcases for a nine-day trip?” 
 
    “I’m sure some of it is Frédéric’s.” Sam defended. 
 
    “No. He didn’t bring much.” Gladys shrugged. “Says he plans to buy some new things during the trip.” 
 
    “Then what all is in here?” 
 
    “You know, just the essentials” 
 
    Sam and Piper shared a look. Sam raised her eyebrows at Gladys while Piper crossed her arms. “No, I’m afraid we don’t know what could fill three suitcases for nine days of travel; that would be like only three days of clothes per bag.” 
 
    “And these are big bags.” Sam tapped a high-heel clad foot on the pavement. 
 
    “I did think they would hold more.” Gladys frowned. “It seemed every time I turned around the clothes I packed had grown and I was out of room. That’s mostly all I packed.” She met the skeptical looks of her friends and sighed. “Well, plus a few supplies: pepper spray, gloves, extra shoes and swimwear, wigs.” 
 
    “Wigs?!” Piper gaped. 
 
    Sam snickered. “Please, tell me, why do you need wigs?” 
 
    “To try out new hair colors of course.” Gladys fluffed one side of her short silver-gray hair. “Your trips to the salon inspired me to try some new colors, too. Of course, I’ll try them on fake first before committing to an actual color job.” 
 
    Sam smiled. “So, what colors did you bring?” Sam spent more time getting her hair colored than some people spent eating breakfast. Somehow, no matter the color, it always turned out beautifully. This month alone it had been a deep lavender and now she was adding teal highlights soon to get the “mermaid hair” look that was so hot right now. 
 
    Gladys listed off several wig colors from blonde to black. 
 
    “Does your new hubby know you brought all of those?” Piper tilted her head, studying Gladys. 
 
    “No. I figured it would be a little surprise. Imagine his face when he goes to bed with an old lady and wakes up with a blonde!” 
 
    “Where is Frédéric anyway? I haven’t seen him this morning.” Griff turned in a circle, shading his eyes and making a big deal of scanning the parking lot. In reality, he was probably trying to avoid the image of Gladys in bed, blonde or not. Griff Lowe was Sam’s brother and Piper’s boyfriend – but that is a story for another day. 
 
    “You barely missed him.” Gladys pointed to the gangway leading onto the gigantic cruise ship across the street from the parking lot where they all stood. “He went ahead to print our boarding passes and make sure we would be departing on time.” 
 
    “As long as the storm holds off, I’m sure everything will be fine.” Piper spoke, stepping aside for Griff to lug the last suitcase into place on the cart. 
 
    Thunder rumbled loudly overhead. 
 
    “Uh-oh.” 
 
    “Good job, Piper. You spoke too soon.” 
 
    Piper stuck her tongue out at Sam. A big fat raindrop plopped right on it. 
 
    “Come on, let’s move.” Griff steered the luggage cart between cars and to the sidewalk. 
 
    Sam whisked a pocket umbrella from her Burberry raincoat as they walked and clicked it open. Piper huddled underneath with her as they made their way to the cruise terminal. 
 
    Gladys strolled along between Griff and the girls, humming and merrily spinning her umbrella, unfazed by the downpour. 
 
    “Why didn’t y’all park in one of those covered lots?” Griff shouted to be heard. 
 
    “Frederic says he wasn’t worried about that old car getting beat up or stolen.” 
 
    “You think Chef Fabio is loaded?” Piper whispered to Sam. Chef Fabio was Frederic’s chef persona cooking name. The girls and Gladys originally met him at the O Heavenly Day Spa when they signed up for his cooking class. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Doesn’t pack luggage, doesn’t care about what happens to his car while they’re gone. It just seems a bit cavalier to me.” 
 
    “But they live in Gladys’s house. I’ve never even heard her mention Frederic’s home, have you?” 
 
    “No.” Piper admitted. 
 
    They arrived in the departures line a wet, haggard bunch. Griff offered to help Gladys check her luggage while Sam and Piper waited. 
 
    Gladys returned with Frederic in tow and Griff bringing up the rear. “Look who we found.” 
 
    Frederic shook hands with the girls and greeted them in his polite, if formal, manner. They had given up on any warmth from him weeks ago, wondering if all French people were aloof. 
 
    Gladys beamed, unaware of any awkwardness. “Frederic says we’ve been upgraded to a room with a balcony.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic!” Piper clapped her hands together. 
 
    “I bet it will be gorgeous.” Sam agreed. “Take lots of pictures.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    A crackling voice over the intercom announced that boarding for groups one to three was open.  
 
    “We should go. Thank you all for seeing us off.” Frederic inclined his head to Piper, Sam, and Griff, wrapping Gladys’s elbow in his hand. 
 
    “One moment, please.” Sam smiled. She unzipped the giant beach bag flung over her arm and held it open for Piper to reach inside. 
 
    “Surprise!” Piper handed a pastry box to Gladys. Visible beneath the clear window in the lid were assorted chocolate and white chocolate bonbons, all decorated to look like beach balls or sunshine wearing sunglasses. 
 
    “What better way to wish you Bon Voyage than to wish you Bonbon Voyage?” Sam grinned, kissing Gladys on the cheek. 
 
    “Bonbon Voyage – I love it!” Gladys laughed so hard her whole body shook. 
 
    “Piper came up with it.” 
 
    “Sam did the decorating though.” 
 
    “Thank you! These look better than ice in a desert.” Gladys looked up at her husband. “Aren’t these wonderful?” 
 
    “Oui, you have very special friends.” 
 
    After a few more hugs, Gladys waved goodbye to her friends as they exited the terminal. A small pang of sadness hit her at the thought of not seeing them or the bakery for a week. She felt a squeeze on her arm. 
 
    “You are ready, ma chaton?” Frederic looked down at her, question written in his dark brown eyes. 
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    Truly a Problem: True Information About Human Trafficking 
 
      
 
    What is it? 
 
    While this novel might be fiction, the sickening and dangerous practice of human trafficking is real, a fact of life faced by people of all ages, genders, and races. That’s correct. Human trafficking victims can be male, female, young, old, native to the U.S. or a citizen of a third-world country. Below is information I gleaned from the Department of Homeland Security website and their resources. You may review the information and research courtesy of DHS at this website: www.dhs.gov/blue-campaign/tools 
 
    Human trafficking is essentially enslavement of fellow humans. As long as there is a demand for free or cheap labor, laborers who can’t demand safer working conditions, or commercial sex there will be human trafficking. It is the rule of economics. 
 
    Traffickers use force, intimidation, threats, or lying to coerce men, women, and children into providing some type of labor or commercial sex. Traffickers prefer to exploit victims who are easily manipulated due to psychological or emotional vulnerability, dire economic circumstances (think homeless, foster runaway, orphaned, addictions and all those entail, unable to support a family), lacking a social safety net and more.  
 
    A number of reasons often prevent victims of human trafficking from receiving help or even from asking for help. Language barriers are one of the obvious reasons for not asking for help. Often, the victims fear physical retribution from the traffickers should they try to escape or talk to people about their situation. And, sadly, some victims fear being labeled as perpetrators by law enforcement. An example would be the crime of prostitution. That is a punishable offense and many of the participants are there willingly and deserving of arrest. Unfortunately, there are numerous people who themselves are actually victims of sex trafficking, unable to break free or scared to ask for help. When caught, rather than being provided victim services and a safe exit from that life, they are prosecuted.  
 
    Law enforcement is making great strides in trying to identify prostitutes who have been victims of human trafficking and forced into commercial sex so that a victim-centered approach can be taken. There are many resources becoming available to law enforcement that haven’t always been in place and human trafficking-specific training materials are being implemented. 
 
    How to identify a victim? 
 
    The DHS website also includes a helpful list of the signs of human trafficking. As we have discussed, it is often hard to identify victims but more so when we are in denial that human trafficking occurs everywhere, including where you live most likely. Several of those signs include: 
 
    -       Disconnected from any family, friends, or organizations. 
 
    -       Doesn’t appear at school any longer. 
 
    -       Sudden or dramatic change in behavior. 
 
    -       A juvenile engaged in trading sex for money or drugs or other payment. 
 
    -       Persons disoriented, confused or showing signs of mental or physical abuse. 
 
    -       Bruises? Breaks? Injuries in various stages of healing? 
 
    -       Is the person timid or fearful? 
 
    -       Does the person live in unsuitable or unsafe conditions? 
 
    -       Unstable living situation and lack of personal possessions. 
 
    -       A person in the control of someone else, requiring permission for where to go and who to talk to. 
 
    -       Unreasonable security measures at the persons home, no freedom of movement. 
 
    NOTE: Not all of those signs are visible in every human trafficking incident, and the presence or absence of indicators does not necessarily prove human trafficking.  
 
    Who to tell? 
 
    The Department of Homeland Security would like to make it very clear that you should not at any time attempt to confront someone suspected of human trafficking or alert the victim to your suspicions. Doing either of these things could put you and the victim both in danger. Safety is key. You are urged instead to contact local law enforcement directly or to call the following tip lines as provided by DHS: 
 
    
    	 Call 1-866-DHS-2-ICE (1-866-347-2423) to report suspicious criminal activity to the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) Homeland Security Investigations (HSI) Tip Line 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, every day of the year. Highly trained specialists take reports from both the public and law enforcement agencies on more than 400 laws enforced by ICE HSI, including those related to human trafficking. The Tip Line is accessible outside the United States by calling 802-872-6199. [This information is taken directly from the DHS website.] 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 To get help from the National Human Trafficking Hotline (NHTH), call 1-888-373-7888 or text HELP or INFO to BeFree (233733). The NHTH can help connect victims with service providers in the area and provides training, technical assistance, and other resources. The NHTH is a national, toll-free hotline available to answer calls from anywhere in the country, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, every day of the year. The NHTH is not a law enforcement or immigration authority and is operated by a nongovernmental organization funded by the Federal government. [This information is taken directly from the DHS website.] 
 
   
 
    If you or a local organization you are part of would like to receive Blue Campaign materials to use in raising awareness and educating the public about signs and indications of human trafficking, you can request them at no cost here:  
 
    https://www.dhs.gov/blue-campaign/request-materials 
 
    These materials may include posters, pamphlets, and cards for display and for information on how to report suspected trafficking. 
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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 Spa for a four-day weekend
retreat.






images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg
QOoey Gooey
Bakery Mystery






images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg
Ca:






images/00009.jpeg





