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        I love and appreciate all my fans, and sometimes I’ll offer the opportunity to appear in one of my books as a prize.

      

        

      
        The winner of the Mother’s Day - ‘Why does your mom deserve to be in a book 2019’ - was Ashlee Dolomore, who put her mom forward.

      

        

      
        You’ll find Dinah Dolomore appearing through the book as a new resident in the retirement community. Hopefully, she’ll sound as lovely in this story as Ashlee says she is. :-)

      

        

      
        Thanks to everyone who entered and to all the moms out there.

      

        

      
        Cheryl x
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        Marriage, menace… and murder!

      

        

      
        The day Maddie Flynn’s mother shows up unannounced in Maple Falls, a body is discovered in the town park. Maddie doesn’t believe in coincidences—and when a mysterious stranger is seen lurking around, her suspicions only deepen.

      

        

      
        As if a murder investigation weren’t enough, Gran’s 70th birthday party is fast approaching. Planning a celebration, keeping the peace between three fiery generations of Flynn women, and trying to unmask a killer is more than any baker should have on her plate.

      

        

      
        With family secrets bubbling to the surface and a dangerous outsider casting shadows over the town, Maddie will need all her sleuthing skills—and a little help from Gran, her loyal friends, and her mischievous Maine Coon, Big Red—to keep the party from ending in tragedy.

      

        

      
        The Maple Lane Mysteries dish up small-town sleuthing, cat-loving charm, and page-turning twists—served warm with humor, heart, and just the right dash of danger.

      

        

      
        5* Eclairs and Extortion is another delicious installment in the Maple Lane Mysteries."

      

        

      
        The Maple Lane Cozy Mysteries

        Sugar and Sliced - Maple Lane Prequel

        Apple Pie and Arsenic

        Bagels and Blackmail

        Cookies and Chaos

        Doughnuts and Disaster

        Eclairs and Extortion

        Fudge and Frenemies

        Gingerbread and Gunshots

        Honey Cake and Homicide - out now!

      

        

      
        Sign up for my new release mailing list and pick up a free recipe book!
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      Gran’s seventieth birthday was going to be the party of the year. At least it would be in Maple Falls. With most of the residents likely to expect an invite, Madeline Flynn had her work cut out for her. Still, her darling grandmother deserved to have the best day possible.

      So here they were on a glorious spring Sunday afternoon, brainstorming how to make it happen. Three of her closest friends sat in the upstairs apartment of Maddie’s bakery, watching her tap her thigh anxiously, waiting for her to tell them how they could pull it off in two weeks.

      The biggest problem, and there were several big ones, was trying to keep it a surprise. Small towns didn’t tend to keep secrets very well, and Gran knew everyone from the mailperson to the mayor.

      “Are you sure she’d want so many guests?” Suzy Barnes broke the silence.

      The petite brunette was not only the local principal, she was also a town committee member and amazing at organizing events. Suzy was a great asset if the others agreed with her plans.

      Angel laughed. “Everyone loves Gran, and those that don’t can’t help but admire her. They’ll come if they get an invite, and I’m pretty sure even if they don’t.”

      Angelina Broome was called Angel for a reason. A sweet southern girl who’d held on to her accent, she lit up the room with her bubbly personality. Maddie was grateful every day that Angel and her mom had moved here many years ago before Angel’s mom remarried and moved to California.

      Laura, the fourth member of the Girlz, the name they were known by since they were at school together, frowned. “We’ll need a place big enough, and I can only think of the community center. Even that will be a stretch.”

      Laura had only been in town for just over a year, but she was one of them now. She was also Maddie’s intern baker along with teenager Luke.

      A large pad of paper, laptop, and various colored pens were lined up in an orderly fashion on the wooden coffee table. This was serious work, and they had limited time to get things sorted.

      A few months back, Gran had informed them that she was not having any fuss on her birthday, and Maddie had decided to honor her wishes, because that’s what she usually did.

      Since that day, every person she met demanded a party take place, including Gran’s dear friends, Jed Clayton and Mavis Anderson. They were incredibly upset, something she hadn’t counted on. Their belief in Gran deserving a day to remember had Maddie turning full circle, making her dizzy with everything that needed to be done. Although, the short time frame of two weeks meant there would be less chance for the party information to be leaked.

      “You’re right about the center being a bit small, and with Gran being the chairperson of the community center committee, how are we going to keep a lid on this or even do the booking? She scrutinizes every piece of paper that comes to the committee,” Maddie asked, fingers tapping once more.

      A large ginger Maine coon looked up from where he lay curled on the biscuit-colored rug at her feet. Sensing her agitation, the intuitive feline jumped onto Maddie’s lap. After nuzzling her chin and getting a reassuring hug, Big Red curled into a ball. She appreciated the moral support, if not the weight on her jeans-covered legs.

      “We can’t have a paper trail, apart from what the four of us do up here. Gran’s too astute. We’ll have to contact everyone by phone or in person. They can call us on our mobiles or at work to RSVP.” Suzy scribbled on a pad.

      Maddie shook her head. “That won’t work at the bakery. Gran’s sure to answer the phone on the days she works here.”

      Fit as a fiddle, Gran talked about reducing her days, but apart from Monday, her scheduled day off, and Tuesday afternoons when she had her community center meeting, the only compromise was leaving early the other days. It was definitely going to be hard to keep a lid on things.

      “That’s fine. They can contact me or Angel.” Suzy made more notes.

      “What about me? I don’t mind fielding calls,” Laura offered.

      “You work here too. If she knows the caller and they ask for you instead of speaking to her, Gran will become suspicious. You’re not a very good liar, sugar, but there’ll be other ways you can help,” Angel explained gently.

      “She does have a suspicious nature.” Maddie gave a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. Another aspect had been bugging her since she decided to go ahead with the party. Of course, Angel noticed.

      “Are you still feeling bullied into this?”

      Maddie frowned. "Not bullied. I so want to make it a special day for Gran, but what if people show up just to ruin it?”

      Laura was confused, but Angel and Suzy grimaced. It was Suzy who addressed the elephant in the room.

      “Do you mean that your mom might come?”

      Maddie nodded and a lump formed in her throat just thinking about it. Her mom did not do family get-togethers very well. In fact, not at all.

      “But you are sending her an invitation, right?” Angel asked.

      Maddie ran her fingers through ginger fuzz and sighed. “There’s a couple of people I still can’t decide about.”

      Suzy shook her head. “That won’t do. We have two weeks to get this organized. So far we have a list of people to invite who will hardly fit in the one place that could possibly cope. We need to at least confirm who we’re inviting so we know numbers.”

      Maddie leaned back on the white leather couch. “I know. Let’s count those on the list already—definites and probables. As for Mom, well, it’s a really hard decision to make.”

      “You know she probably won’t come?” Angel mentioned gently.

      “She didn’t make any of my birthdays or graduation, but . . . .” Maddie broke off.

      “Ava marches to a different drum and there is a chance she’ll come for the heck of it,” Suzy finished for her.

      Maddie nodded. Her friends knew how her mom’s leaving one day, rarely to return, upset her. But they couldn’t truly appreciate the rejection she’d felt. With no other family to speak of, if it hadn’t been for Gran and her late grandad taking her in, she might have ended up in care and taken away from Maple Falls.

      She’d learned to live without a mom, but the idea that she could have missed out on the wonderful life she had made her shiver.

      “Do you want my opinion?” Angel fluffed her long blonde hair, which fell around her shoulders in a cloud.

      A hairdresser, Angel’s hair was always immaculate. Unlike Maddie’s, which when infrequently left out had a mind of its own, so she wore it braided and down her back. Cutting it was always on her mind, but Grandad had loved her hair and would brush it in the evenings before the fireplace. He made her swear to keep it like this. It had been when she was young, but she often heard his voice and remembered his wise words, and cutting her hair simply felt wrong.

      Angel picked up Maddie’s busy hand and stilled her fingers.

      “Send the invite. You don’t have to worry about whether she’ll turn up if you think that she won’t, but you will stop feeling guilty over not sending it. The result is something you have no control over, and you need to stop fretting.”

      Suzy and Laura nodded in agreement.

      Maddie sighed. They were right. She’d given the outcome too much importance and stupidly lost sleep over it. Her mom had a right to come, simple as that. “Okay. I’ll do it.”

      Suzy ran the back of her hand dramatically across her forehead. “Phew! Now we can concentrate on the other stuff. Angel, you’re in charge of decorations. Laura and Maddie, naturally the food falls to you.”

      Maddie handed her a sheet of paper. “This is the food list Laura and I made up. We think finger food is suitable and, more importantly, doable with Gran around. Laura and I will make the highlighted ones the night before. I’ll ask Luke to help as well. He adores Gran and will definitely want to be involved.”

      It would take the three of them several hours to get the balance ready for so many people, but unless they could send Gran out for the Friday and keep her away on that Saturday, it was going to be tricky.

      “The fact that we can’t have a party without telling people when or where it’s going to be held or who it’s for is not helping. How can we approach that?” Laura asked.

      Angel, who was beside Maddie on the couch, bounced a little on the sofa. Big Red glared. Angel kissed him by way of an apology. “Why don’t we make it a mystery theme?”

      “Oooh, I like that. What does that consist of?” Suzy’s pen poised midair.

      “We send out invites and a day but no venue, telling everyone not to mention it around town. Like a save the date. Jed can book the community center under the guise of something else and not tell that group anything.”

      “What about a family reunion?” Laura added.

      Suzy nodded. “Excellent idea. How he’ll keep it from Gran—I just don’t know.”

      Maddie grimaced. “The poor man. He’ll be hounded by every silver-haired person for miles around who think they’ve been excluded from something major at the center, plus they’ll all be wanting to know where Gran’s party is.”

      “Personally, I love it, and I bet when it’s revealed any upset will be quickly forgotten.” Angel grinned.

      “It might work. I don’t like our chances, but we have to try.” Maddie’s fingers slowly unfurled from the lush fur on her lap. “Okay. I’ll go talk to Jed tomorrow.”

      “We’d better call an end to this meeting and get down the road to the cottage before Gran sends out a search party.” Angel began packing up the paper and pens.

      Suzy stood and stretched. “As soon as you said that I became ravenous.”

      “I could eat.” Maddie grabbed her bag and keys. “Ready when you are.”

      They rushed downstairs, jostling each other out the door. Laura appeared less enthusiastic about that, and Maddie assumed she was still coming to terms with the Girlz dynamics and physicality. Arm in arm, including Laura, they meandered down Plum Place with Big Red in their wake.
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      Sunday dinner was a tradition in Maddie’s family—an English one. To be fair, it was arguably held at lunchtime in that country, but Gran had her own rules and reasons why. Working hard on the farm, interspersed with feeding the family, she baked cakes and pies for whoever needed them, and her time was apportioned accordingly.

      No matter what anyone was doing, come 6:00 p.m. they were expected front and center at the table with clean hands. Not that they were checked these days.

      Big Red and all the Girlz were included in the standing invite, as was Maddie’s boyfriend, Sheriff Ethan Tanner. They came if they could make it, which they did more often than not. Sometimes others would be invited, like Jed or Mavis. Tonight it was just the five of them.

      Sitting down to roast chicken, potato salad, and all the trimmings, they were loading their plates when Big Red scampered down the hall from his spot under the table, anticipating a slight knock on the door.

      Maddie rose, but the door opened before she took a step. A familiar blonde woman walked in, pulling a case behind her. Closing the door, she came warily down the hall with Big Red close on her heels.

      He dived under the table, while Maddie grabbed hold of the back of her chair to keep from falling. “Mom.” It was the only word she could manage.

      “Nice to see you too.” Ava Flynn came into the room as though this was an everyday occurrence.

      “W-w-what are you doing here?” Maddie stuttered.

      Ava gave a tinkling laugh that sounded forced. “Can’t a mother come home occasionally to see her only child? Or her mother?”

      Dumbfounded, Maddie didn’t know how to reply. Long ago, she'd decided that her mom felt a residual amount of guilt that made her come home at all, because Ava made no secret of the fact that she wasn’t happy to be in Maple Falls.

      The truth was, Ava rarely made it home for Christmas. Maybe once or twice. Years ago. And the year she first left, she stayed away for months.

      Barely managing Christmas lunch, she hightailed it back to wherever she came from soon after they ate—as if one day was all she could manage. It tarnished an otherwise happy day, and though when she was young Maddie had cried for her mom, after that she understood that it was better this way.

      Maddie had lost count of the towns and cities Ava had lived in and had no idea where she currently resided. It simply didn’t matter once she got used to the idea that her mom didn’t want to be part of their family in any meaningful way.

      Besides, home had always been fractious when Ava Flynn was in it. Without her, Maddie’s life was on an even keel. Now, old worries crashed down around her, and a hand slipped to her thigh to tap out her anxieties. Luckily Gran was not so discombobulated.

      “Ava, you might have called, but now that you’re here will you join us for dinner?”

      Ava looked around at the faces. “I will if people will stop staring. You all act like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “They’re rare around here too,” Suzy muttered as she laid another setting.

      Ava narrowed her eyes for a second. “I didn’t know an invitation was required these days, Mom.”

      Gran tutted. “Don’t be silly, dear. This is your home and you’re always welcome. I was only saying it would be nice to know you were coming.”

      Ava sniffed. “I didn’t know myself until last night.”

      “We’ll set another place. This is Laura. She’s helping me around the farm as well as Maddie at the bakery.”

      Ava took a long look at Laura, who appeared to shrink under the intense gaze.

      “That’s nice,” Ava said with no enthusiasm.

      Maddie was incapable of doing more than resuming her seat. Angel pulled up another chair, placing it next to Gran. With a squeeze to Maddie’s shoulder, Angel sat next to Ava so that Laura didn’t have to.

      “So where are you living now, Ms. Flynn?” Angel handed Ava the plate of crispy roast chicken.

      Nonchalantly, Ava took a piece. “Blackwell.”

      “Sorry?” Angel frowned.

      Ava helped herself from the other dishes she could reach. “I’m Mrs. Blackwell now.”

      Angel gasped, and Maddie tried to keep the hurt from her face. She knew she’d failed, because Laura made a soothing sound from across the table.

      “You got married?” Suzy looked horrified before giving Maddie a searching look.

      Ava raised an eyebrow at the group in general. “I see that surprises everyone?”

      Like Angel, Suzy wasn’t intimidated by Ava’s haughtiness. She also liked to get to the point without too much prevarication.

      “A little. I distinctly remembering you telling us when we were a good deal younger that marriage wasn’t necessary.”

      Gran made a rude noise. “How could you talk to them that way?"

      Ava had the grace to look embarrassed.

      “Suzy,” Angel admonished. “Mrs. Blackwell will want to talk to Gran and Maddie about this later.”

      Ava took the salad from Gran and slapped some on her plate. “Not really.”

      “Let’s just eat,” Maddie told them, passing gravy to her mom while her mind spun like a hamster on a wheel.

      Whatever Ava was here for it couldn’t be the birthday party since she hadn’t got an invitation yet. Maddie could find a little relief in that. The problem was that Ava had a talent for causing trouble, and if she wasn’t going to be pleasant to Gran, then Maddie did not want her here. Not even for a day.

      This insight made her realize how much she’d come to terms with potentially not seeing her mom again. Her friends looked just as perturbed, and without their usual chatting and banter, dinner was an awkward affair.

      Laura didn’t utter a word, watching openmouthed when Suzy threw Ava some attitude. Incredibly loyal to her friends, Suzy was used to dealing with the odd irate parent and bratty child, but poor Laura, though having come a long way from the bullied woman who’d come to town over a year ago, was still wary of any altercations and didn’t like to be around them if she could avoid it.

      As the time ticked by—literally, thanks to the grandfather clock in the lounge—Maddie’s anger rose. Ava had no right to make any of them feel uncomfortable. She was the outsider here and had said so herself on more than one occasion while she harassed Gran and Grandad.

      When Laura, Suzy, and Angel could no longer pretend they were enjoying the meal, Maddie put down her knife and fork, taking a deep breath. “Would you all mind going home now? Gran and I will handle the dishes.”

      They stood as one, palpable relief swirling around the three women. So different in looks, Angel tall and blonde, Suzy short and dark-haired, and Laura average height and redheaded, they were amazing friends and would have stayed if she’d asked.

      “Are you sure? I could tidy up first?” Laura sidled to the door.

      “No need. We’ve got this,” Maddie told her with fake optimism.

      Angel gave a disbelieving glance before they left, and Maddie knew she would have to give them a debrief tomorrow.

      Meanwhile, Ava smirked as she used corn bread to wipe up the last of her gravy, as if she hadn’t had a meal in weeks.

      “Are you done?” Gran asked her with a degree of censure.

      “What, no dessert?” Ava adopted a look of mock horror.

      Gran stared for a moment. “If you want some apple pie, it’s in the kitchen.”

      The tone was enough to warn anyone that they were perilously close to Gran’s line in the sand. She was usually an amazing host, but would only take so much rudeness.

      Ava sat back, eyes calculating. “Things have really changed, although you’re still a great cook.”

      “That’s the first time you’ve told me that,” Gran said with surprise.

      “Really? I’m sure I never said otherwise.”

      Ava was being intentionally argumentative, because Maddie remembered her mother refusing to eat sometimes when it wasn’t what she wanted. It was time to nip this passive-aggressive behavior in the bud.

      “What do you want here, Mom?”

      Eyes the same deep blue as Maddie’s and Gran’s narrowed. “Didn’t I tell you to call me Ava?”

      Maddie shrugged. “You did, but you’ll have to excuse me if I sometimes forget.”

      “Still sassy, I see.” Ava turned to Gran. “You’ve spoiled her. I told you that’s what would happen.”

      “Please don’t talk to Gran like that. She’s been an awesome role model,” Maddie said tersely.

      Ava scowled. “I don’t think you get to tell me how to talk to my own mother. We have a different relationship to you and her, as you well know.”

      “We are all well aware of the regard you have for your father and me,” Gran said evenly, crossing her arms.

      Ava flinched. “I didn’t mean anything by that, and I didn’t come here to argue.”

      Gran leaned forward. “Well, you could have fooled me. Now get to the point and tell us what you want.”

      For the first time, Ava looked unsure of herself. “It’s tricky.”

      Gran and Maddie waited, their patience stretching along with the silence. It was obviously going to be bad. Maddie’s stomach flipped a few times while Ava seemed to be weighing up what she was going to say.  Or how she was going to say it. Eventually, she looked up, and unexpectedly, her mouth quivered.

      “My husband isn’t well. He was poisoned.”

      Maddie gasped. “Poisoned? Then why aren’t you with him?”

      “They think I did it.” Fear slipped over Ava’s worry.

      “Who are ‘they’? The police?” Gran demanded.

      Ava chewed her lip for a moment. “Yes. But only because his family put the idea into their heads. They’re rich and they think I want to kill him for his money. They wouldn’t let me near him.”

      Her mom was naturally upset, but intrigue fought Maddie’s empathy for Ava, and she leaned closer when Gran asked, “You’re married and obviously weren’t arrested, so how could they stop you?”

      Ava shuddered. “William was terribly sick and in hospital. On the second day I was told they had proof it was me and that if I came near him they’d have me arrested.”

      “Why do they assume you’re guilty of poisoning him?” Maddie asked.

      “The brothers had an argument. I may have said something along the lines of he should drop dead. I didn’t mean it and I didn’t say it to William. People say that all the time and it doesn’t mean a thing. Unfortunately, his brother won’t concede that. He was also the only other person around and as far as I’m concerned the only one with a motive.” Ava shifted in her chair.

      Maddie sucked in a breath. “Exactly how dangerous is his family?”

      “His brother is pretty scary,” Ava admitted. “He never liked me from the start, and he belittles William.” Her voice rose in anger. “I don’t know how I can fix this from here, but I need your help, Maddie.”

      Gran’s voice rose as her palm slapped the table. “You want Maddie to be involved in something that might endanger her?”

      Ava glared at her mom. “Spare me the outrage. I’ve heard how she’s the queen sleuth around Maple Falls. Maddie can take care of herself. Dad made sure of it. And don’t pretend you don’t know the things she’s capable of.”

      Gran glared right back. “Your father might have taught her a few things to keep her safe, but Maddie shouldn’t have to deal with whatever you’ve embroiled yourself in.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t understand, but you are my family. You’re supposed to help,” Ava said stubbornly.

      “And you’re old enough to get yourself out of trouble without our help.” Gran stood and began collecting plates.

      It was Ava’s turn to gasp. “You’re turning me away?”

      “You can stay the night and leave in the morning.” Gran nodded to the stairs. “Your room is the same.”

      “I’ll put sheets on the bed when I’ve done the dishes,” Maddie offered, relieved that it was just for one night. Relieved she wouldn’t be subjected to more argument. Although that might be a little premature.

      Ava stood, knocking her chair against the wall, her eyes dark. “I can’t believe you two. I knew you’d gang up on me, but I didn’t think you’d shun me like everyone else.”

      “And we can’t believe you. Ignoring us for years. Us never being good enough. Until now. And we never shunned you!” Maddie stormed into the kitchen and began none too gently to wash dishes, hoping desperately that Ava would go without a fuss as soon as it was daylight and they could return to normal. Which meant not having to worry about what Ava might have brought to town along with her animosity.

      “You okay, sweetheart?” Gran said gently as she placed more dishes on the counter. “Your mom’s gone to her room.”

      Maddie blew away a strand of hair that had escaped the braid. “Yes. What about you?”

      “I’m fine.”

      It was clear from their voices and hunched shoulders that they were both lying, and they shared a sad smile.

      “She’s scared, that’s why your mom’s here. I don’t know if what she says is the truth or partly exaggeration, but if she’d come here with a better attitude I’d have welcomed her with open arms.”

      Maddie grimaced. “Despite everything?”

      Gran nodded. “Because we’re family and do our best to forgive. Everybody makes mistakes, and you can never tell if wisdom will win. Hopefully, she’ll feel differently tomorrow.”

      Maddie was skeptical about any change to her mom’s attitude. “Why can’t she see how she hurts us?”

      “I don’t know, sweetheart. Still, she’s my daughter. I brought her into this world, and you can’t forget a thing like that.”

      “Or that she’s my mom,” Maddie added wryly. Many times she'd wished that Gran and Grandad were her real parents, and in most ways they had been. Unfortunately, that hadn’t stopped her from also wishing for her mom to come back home and have things be the way she imagined a family should be.

      Gran and Maddie talked softly, working in unison, the way they always did. They’d discovered problem-solving worked better this way, and with Maddie’s foray into amateur sleuthing, they’d had their share of them. This was of course more personal, apart from when Big Red had been kidnapped last year.

      Despite the friction, Maddie couldn’t help worrying for her mom, and she knew Gran felt it too. “Do you think she’s safe here?”

      Gran placed the dried plates on the dresser. “I want to believe that she is, because if not, then potentially neither are we. Which reminds me, where’s our sheriff tonight?”

      Maddie blushed. Ethan was away in Destiny. The larger town to the north was holding a hot rod show and most of the department was helping out in case the boy racers got out of hand, as they were capable of doing.

      She explained, adding, “He’ll be back in the morning.”

      Gran nodded. “Good. Maybe he could swing by tomorrow when he gets back.”

      “Do you mean so that we can tell him about Mom even though she’s leaving?”

      Gran looked a little cagey. “It’s always nice to have him back in town, but yes. Regardless of where she is, for my own peace of mind, he could look into this Blackwell man and tell us if he or his family are the kind of people we should worry about.”

      Maddie dried her hands. “I think I should stay
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open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.
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fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
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however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
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DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
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TERMINATION
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