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Chapter 1

Brenda slipped her arm through mine as the line inched forward, her smile brighter than the Ferris wheel lights spinning over the midway behind us. 
“I know this probably isn’t your thing,” she said, tilting her head toward the grandstand ahead of us, “but thanks for coming with me. Especially on your first day back in town.”
“My pleasure,” I said, though I wasn’t sure how convincing it sounded. I hadn’t even been back in town for a few hours when Brenda called and extended the invitation to see Backroad Saints, a local classic rock cover band playing at the Douglas County Fair. Five months of phone calls from Fort Leonard Wood, and this was our first official date in person. I was still bleary from the drive when she called. “You did catch me at a weak moment.”
She laughed, the sound bubbling up easily. “So, I should’ve asked for more, huh? Maybe helping me at the shop this morning?” Brenda was part owner of the Bear Claw Bakery in town.
“Let’s not get carried away,” I said. “I only got in late last night. Missouri to Minnesota isn’t exactly a stroll down the block.”
“You’re here now.” She squeezed my arm. “That’s what matters.”
We shuffled forward again, the gravel crunching underfoot, the smell of fried food and livestock tangling together in the humid August air. Ahead, kids darted between legs with clouds of pink cotton candy in hand, their parents barking halfhearted warnings. Somewhere off to our left, a tractor’s engine sputtered to life, drawing appreciative whistles from a cluster of men in ballcaps.
“My dad’s here somewhere,” I mentioned, nodding toward the agricultural exhibits. “Judging the small engines again. That’s his favorite part of the fair.”
Brenda smiled. “It suits him. Detail-oriented, quiet. Kind of like somebody else I know.”
“Careful,” I said, “you keep flattering me and I’ll start to believe it.”
She gave me a playful nudge with her shoulder.
The line lurched forward again. At the ticket booth, two harried women tore stubs and handed out wristbands while a portable speaker blared country music from somewhere behind them. A group of teenagers ahead of us debated whether to sit near the front or opt for the cheaper seats and save the extra money for rides.
By the time we reached the grandstand, the sun was beginning to slip behind the barns, throwing long shadows across the mix of carnival rides and food booths behind us. The metal bleachers were already filling up, the chatter of hundreds of voices blending into a restless hum.
Brenda tugged me toward a row halfway up. “These should be good. Not too close, not too far.”
I dropped into the seat beside her, the metal warm against the back of my legs. From here, the stage was in full view: drum kit centered, guitar stands flanking it, amps humming with a low buzz. Three microphones waited at the front, two already unbagged and gleaming under the stage lights. The third still sat swaddled in its black cover, as if forgotten.
I leaned closer to Brenda. “Looks like somebody’s running behind.”
She craned her neck toward the stage. “Probably the lead singer. Did you know that Mason’s son Ryan plays guitar for them?” Mason White was the owner of White’s Hardware in town.
“First time seeing them?” she asked.
“First time even hearing of them, but apparently they’re popular enough to headline the county fair.”
Before she could answer, I turned and spotted a familiar figure shuffling down the steps, a paper cup of beer sloshing precariously in one hand. Jeremiah Olander spotted us and grunted something like a greeting. His gray hair hung past his collar, disheveled as always, and his expression suggested he’d been unimpressed since the moment he stepped onto the fairgrounds.
“Well, look who dragged himself out of the Army and into the cornfields,” he said, eyeing me.
“Nice to see you too, Jeremiah.”
Brenda brightened. “Hi, Jeremiah. Did you get a chance to try the cheese curds? Or the corn dogs?”
He snorted. “I’m here for the music, not food on a stick. And so far, all I’ve gotten is overpriced beer and a sore backside waiting for something to happen.” He waved vaguely at the stage. “If they don’t get started soon, I’m demanding a refund.”
Brenda exchanged an amused glance with me as Jeremiah lumbered past to his seat a few rows down.
“He’s a ray of sunshine,” she said.
“He’s honest,” I replied with a shrug. “That counts for something.”
The minutes dragged. A restless ripple moved through the crowd, conversations rising and falling as people checked their watches. From backstage, a man in a shiny sport coat paced with a phone pressed tight to his ear, his free hand gesturing wildly as though the person on the other end could see him. A county fair employee leaned against an amp, arms crossed, his expression tight.
Brenda fanned herself with the concert program. “It’s hot tonight. Hotter than it should be for the middle of August.”
“Good thing you talked me into this,” I said dryly.
She grinned. “Admit it. You’d rather be here than at home unpacking.”
“Debatable,” I said, laughing.
Then the stage lights snapped on. The crowd murmured, expectant. The man in the sport coat stepped out with a microphone in hand, his forced smile plastered across his face.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, voice booming across the grandstand, “thank you for your patience.”
A hush fell, though it was tinged with unease.
“Unfortunately,” he continued, “due to circumstances beyond our control, tonight’s performance will not be taking place. We apologize for the inconvenience and thank you for your understanding.”
For a heartbeat, silence hung heavy. Then the crowd erupted. Boos, shouts, angry questions hurled from every corner of the grandstand.
“What do you mean, no show?”
“We paid for this!”
“Where’s the lead singer?”
The man gave a helpless shrug, muttered something about refunds, and hurried offstage as though the boards were on fire beneath his feet.
Jeremiah shot to his feet a few rows down, shaking his empty cup. “Figures,” he muttered, and stalked toward the stairs.
Beside me, Brenda’s shoulders sagged. “Well, that’s a bust.”
I watched the stage, the untouched microphone still swaddled in its cover. The man on the side of the stage whispered urgently to another crew member, both of them glancing toward the exit where the manager had disappeared. My gut tightened. Something about it didn’t feel like a last-minute cold or a scheduling mix-up. This had weight behind it.
Brenda touched my arm. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah,” I said, though my eyes lingered on the empty stage. “But this feels… off.”
I had just spent the last 10 years in the Army as an investigator with the Military Police. The unease that coiled in the pit of my stomach was a feeling I’d often had over the last decade, and I had learned to trust it. It was my first day back in town, and already something wasn’t right.
The crowd began to disperse, grumbling and shaking their heads as they filed toward the exits. We joined the stream of disappointed concert-goers making their way out of the grandstand, half heading back to the rides and food vendors, and the other across the grassy parking lot. Car doors slammed and engines turned over, headlights cutting through the growing dusk.
As we walked toward my truck, fragments of conversation drifted around us:
“...heard there was trouble in Flat Rock tonight...”
“...police cars all over town...”
“...somebody said there was a murder...”
Brenda and I exchanged a look, our steps slowing.
“Did you hear that?” she asked quietly.
I nodded, the unease in my stomach turning to something colder. The failed concert suddenly felt like the least of our problems.
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Chapter 2

Istepped out of my childhood bedroom, still adjusting to the familiar creak of the hardwood floor beneath my feet. The hallway looked exactly the same as it had when I left for basic training years ago. The same faded wallpaper with tiny blue flowers that my mother had loved, the same family photos lining the walls, the same squeaky spot near the bathroom door that I’d learned to avoid during late-night trips as a teenager. 
The smell of coffee drifted from the kitchen, along with the sound of my father moving around. I walked down the short hallway, each step triggering another memory. How many times had I raced down this same hall as a kid, eager to get outside and play? Or crept along it as a teen, trying not to wake anyone after sneaking back in past curfew?
Dad stood at the kitchen counter, dressed in his usual Saturday attire: clean work pants, a polo shirt with the John Deere logo, and well-worn boots that had seen more county fairs than I could count. His silver hair was neatly combed, and he had that focused look he always got when he was preparing for something important.
“Morning,” I said, pouring myself a cup of coffee from the pot he’d already made.
“Morning, son.” He glanced up from a clipboard where he was making notes in his careful handwriting. “Sleep okay?”
“Like a rock.” I took a sip of the coffee. Strong, like he’d always made it. “Getting ready for the fair?”
He nodded, tapping his pen against the clipboard. “Got to finish up the 4-H small engine judging today. Started yesterday, but we had too many entries to get through them all.”
I’d forgotten how seriously Dad took his volunteer work at the county fair. For as long as I could remember, he’d been the go-to guy for anything mechanical in town. Neighbors brought him lawn mowers that wouldn’t start, chainsaws that had given up the ghost, and generators that coughed and died. He’d tinker with them in the garage until they purged and hummed like new, usually refusing payment beyond a case of beer or a home-cooked dessert.
When the county fair started looking for someone to judge the 4-H small engine entries fifteen years ago, Dad was the obvious choice. The kids would bring in everything from go-kart engines to refurbished lawn mower motors, and Dad would evaluate them on restoration quality, functionality, and the knowledge the kids demonstrated about how their engines worked.
“How many participants this year?” I asked.
“Thirty-two.” He shook his head with a mixture of pride and amazement. “When I started doing this, we were lucky to get a dozen. These kids today, they’re really something. Yesterday I had a fourteen-year-old girl explain the carburetor adjustments she made to a 1960s Briggs & Stratton better than some mechanics I know.”
I smiled, watching him organize his papers. This was Dad in his element. Passionate about something he understood completely and eager to share his knowledge with the next generation. It struck me how much he’d aged since Mom’s funeral only five months ago. Not physically, exactly, but there was a weariness around his eyes that hadn’t been there before. Like he was going through the motions of his routines, but some of the joy had leaked out of them.
“Are you heading over there soon?” I asked.
“In about 30 minutes. I want to get there before the kids start arriving with their parents. Nothing worse than keeping a nervous teenager waiting when they’re about to present their project.” He looked up at me. “You going to make it over later? I know it’s not exactly exciting, but—“
“Actually, I’m going to pick up Brenda and look at an apartment that Mason White has for rent.” 
Dad’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Mason’s got an apartment for rent?”
“Above one of the buildings downtown, on Monroe Street. Storefront on the first floor, apartment upstairs.”
“Huh, that was quick.” Dad made another note on his clipboard. He caught the slight disappointment in his voice that I may be moving out.
“Just looking,” I said quickly. “Nothing decided yet.”
But Dad was studying me with a look I remembered from childhood. The same expression he’d worn when I’d tried to convince him I hadn’t been the one who’d broken Mrs. Peterson’s window with a baseball.
“How are things going with Brenda?”
I took another sip of coffee, buying myself time to think. I’d already confided in him about my talks with the bakery owner over the last few months, and he knew we’d gone to the concert together last night. “We’re taking it as it comes, Dad. She’s... she’s good company.”
That was an understatement, and we both knew it. The truth was, Brenda had become the bright spot in my last months in the Army. The phone calls had started as casual catch-ups between new friends who’d met when I came back for Mom’s funeral, but somewhere along the way, they’d become the highlight of my week. She was smart, funny, and had a way of listening that made me feel heard in a way I hadn’t experienced in years.
But I’d also seen too many relationships crash and burn to get ahead of myself. Long-distance was one thing; real life was another. Living in the same town, seeing each other every day, building something that had to survive the mundane reality of everyday life. That was the real test.
“She seems like a nice girl,” Dad said carefully. “Known her family for years. Her parents were good people.”
“Were?”
“Car accident, about eight years ago. Brenda was in high school then. She ended up staying with that Stacy girl and her family. Now they have the bakery together.”
I didn’t know that. Brenda had mentioned her parents in passing during one of our calls, but never the details of how she’d lost them. It explained some things, though. The way she talked about Flat Rock not as a place she’d grown up, but as home in the deepest sense of the word.
“She’s been through a lot,” Dad continued. “Built a good business, though. That bakery of theirs seems to do well.”
“Yeah, she’s...” I struggled with the right words. “She’s impressive.”
Dad nodded, satisfied with something in my tone. “Your mother always said you’d know when you found the right one. She said it wouldn’t be about checking boxes or making sense on paper. It would just feel right.”
The mention of Mom created that familiar tightness in my chest. She’d been gone almost half of a year already, but over the last five months, I still found myself reaching for the phone to call her. To tell her about my day, or check in with her, or thinking I should tell her about something funny that had happened.
“I miss her,” I said quietly.
“Me too, son. Every damn day.”
We stood in comfortable silence for a moment, both lost in our own memories. Then Dad straightened up and returned to his clipboard with renewed focus.
“Well,” he said, “if you do decide to rent from Mason, you could do worse. He’s an honest man, and that building’s probably in good shape. Right downtown, too. Walking distance to everything.”
“Including the bakery,” I said with a slight smile.
“Including the bakery,” he agreed. “Want another cup of coffee?”
I looked down at my mug, surprised to find it empty. “Sure, thanks.”
Dad poured one for me, and then went to his own cup, hesitated, and then set the pot down. “I’d better hold off,” he said. “I’ll get another cup later when I have mini donuts to go with it. Those 4-H kids always set up a booth, and they make the best ones at the fair.”
I laughed. “Still have that sweet tooth, huh?”
“At my age, I figure I’ve earned it.” He grinned, then his expression turned slightly pained. “Besides, if I drink too much coffee now, I’ll spend half the day running to the porta-johns. And they never put those things close enough to where you actually need them.”
“The eternal struggle of county fair logistics,” I said.
“You joke, but it’s a serious consideration when you’re standing out there for six hours straight.” Dad folded his clipboard and tucked it under his arm. “I should get moving. Those engines won’t judge themselves.”
I watched him gather his things. A small toolbox, a thermos of water, and a cushion for the folding chair he’d be sitting in all day. He moved with the efficiency of someone who’d done this routine dozens of times, but there was something almost ritualistic about it, like he was preparing for something sacred.
“Dad?”
He paused at the door that led to the garage. “Yeah?”
“Thanks. For letting me stay here while I figure things out.”
His expression softened. “This is your home, Tony. Always will be, no matter where you end up living.”
After he left, I finished my coffee in the quiet kitchen, surrounded by the accumulated memories of over three decades in this house. Through the window, I could see the garden Mom had planted the year before she died. A bit overgrown now, but still producing tomatoes and peppers that Dad dutifully tended without much enthusiasm.
I thought about what he’d said about Brenda, about knowing when something felt right. Maybe he was onto something. Maybe I was overthinking things, trying to approach this like a military operation instead of letting it happen naturally.
My phone buzzed with a text from Brenda: Looking forward to apartment hunting! See you at the bakery soon?
I smiled. She’d insisted on coming along when I’d mentioned Mason’s place last night. I typed back: Wouldn’t miss it.
Time to see what the day would bring.
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Chapter 3

Idrove slowly down Jefferson Street, scanning for a parking spot near the Bear Claw Bakery. Saturday morning in downtown Flat Rock meant the usual challenges. Farmers in town for supplies, families heading to the lake, and locals grabbing coffee and pastries before starting their weekend errands. Cars lined both sides of the narrow street, and I finally squeezed my truck into a space about a block down from the bakery. 
The morning air was already warming up, promising another hot day. I walked back toward the Bear Claw, passing storefronts I’d known since childhood. Peterson’s Five and Dime, Klein’s Pharmacy, and the Flat Rock Gazette office. Some things never changed in small towns, and sometimes that was exactly what you needed. After ten years of new bases, new assignments, new everything, there was something quietly grounding about a pharmacy that had been in the same spot your entire life.
The bakery occupied a narrow storefront between a clerical office and what used to be a hair salon but had been empty for the past few years. Above the modern glass door and large window, an old wooden sign still hung from iron brackets— “Keil’s” painted in faded red letters. The Keil family had run the bakery there for forty years before retiring and selling the business to Brenda and Stacy.
I pushed through the door, and a brass bell announced my arrival with a cheerful chime. The place buzzed with activity. Nearly every table was occupied, and a line of customers waited at the counter. The air was thick with the scent of fresh bread, cinnamon, and coffee, creating an atmosphere that made you want to linger even if you were just grabbing something to go.
Behind the counter, a woman with short dark hair moved with grace, boxing pastries and filling coffee orders with the smooth rhythm of someone who’d done this thousands of times. Stacy looked up and offered me a small smile as she continued her work.
“Tony!” Brenda’s voice called from behind the counter as she emerged from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a towel. Her smile was bright enough to compete with the morning sun streaming through the front windows.
“Morning,” I said, working my way through the crowd toward her. “Busy place.”
“Saturday mornings are always crazy, especially today with people heading out to the lake or the fair.”
Stacy Macy, yes, her parents actually named her that, looked up from the register. She was Brenda’s age, the girls having gone to high school together. She had an alert, no-nonsense expression and quick hands that never seemed to stop moving. When she smiled, her whole face lit up with mischief.
“How are you, Mr. DeLucca?” she said, somehow managing to make change for a customer while talking to me. 
I couldn’t help but grin. “I’m fine, Stacy.”
“Thank goodness you’re finally here,” She handed a bag of pastries to an elderly man and turned back to us. “Brenda’s been talking about you nonstop for months.”
“Stacy,” Brenda said with a warning tone, though she was trying not to smile.
“What? I’m just saying, you’ve been as giddy as a schoolgirl every time he calls.” Stacy rang up another customer, then looked back at me. “So, you’re the one taking our girl with you as you hunt for apartments, huh?”
“That’s the plan,” I said.
“Well, don’t keep her away too long. It’s Saturday, which means it’s going to be chaos until at least noon.” She gestured at the crowded bakery with a wave of her hand. “Though I suppose I can handle the craziness for a few hours. You kids have fun.”
Brenda laughed. “Kids? Stacy, you’re only three months older than me.”
“Three months and two weeks, thank you very much. That makes me the mature, responsible one.” Stacy turned to serve the next customer, then called over her shoulder, “You guys run along, but don’t make me work alone all morning!”
Brenda untied her apron and hung it on a hook behind the counter. “Are you sure you’ll be okay?”
“Honey, I was running this place by myself all morning while you’ve been in the back,” Brenda was the baker, often arriving early in the morning before the shop was even open, and Stacy efficiently ran the front of the house. “You go look at your boyfriend’s potential new apartment.”
“He’s not my—“ Brenda started to protest, then caught my eye and seemed to think better of it. “We’ll be back soon.”
The apartment was on Monroe Street, a block off Jefferson, and we decided to walk the few blocks, rather than fight for a parking space when we returned. We passed a few shops on Jefferson, turned on 3rd Street, walking by the volunteer fire department and City Hall, and then made a left onto Monroe Street. The small park where the town held its summer music sat on our right. I’d driven these streets countless times growing up, but seeing them through adult eyes after ten years away was strange. Everything seemed smaller somehow, but also more detailed, like I was noticing things I’d been too young to pay attention to before.
“Did you hear about last night?” Brenda asked as we turned onto Monroe.
I looked at her strangely. “You mean the concert getting canceled? I was with you, remember?”
“No, after that. About Derek Paulson.” She turned to look at me. “The lead singer? He was found dead.”
The unease I’d felt at the fairgrounds came rushing back. “Dead? When? Where?”
“Sometime yesterday afternoon. They found his body last night out at one of those cabin rentals by Lake La Pointe. People are saying it was pretty bad.”
“Jesus.” I thought about those fragments of conversation we’d overheard in the parking lot, the rumors about trouble in Flat Rock. “Do they know who did it?”
“Nobody’s saying much yet. Chief Larson’s keeping things pretty close to the vest.” She pointed ahead to a two-story brick building. “There it is, that’s Mason’s place.”
We stopped in front of the building. It was typical of downtown Flat Rock’s commercial architecture. Probably built in the 1920s or ’30s, with a large window on the ground floor that would have displayed merchandise back when this was a thriving retail district. The storefront was empty now, brown paper covering the inside of the windows. Next to the main entrance, a narrow door bore a small brass number: 27. 
 “So, upstairs?” Brenda asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “That’s what he told me.” 
Brenda checked her watch. “What time are you supposed to meet him?”
“Ten o’clock,” I said. “We’ve got a few minutes.”
We stood on the sidewalk, taking in the building and the neighborhood. Monroe Street was quieter than Jefferson, lined with a mix of commercial buildings and older houses that had been converted to offices or apartments. It felt peaceful, settled. The kind of place you could imagine actually living, not merely existing.
“It’s got potential,” I said.
“Mason’s a good landlord, from what I hear. Fair rent, keeps his buildings in good shape.” Brenda looked up at the second-floor windows. “And you’d be right downtown. Walking distance to everything.”
“Including the bakery,” I pointed out, for the second time that morning.
She smiled. “Including the bakery.”
A car drove past and honked its horn. We both waved automatically, though neither of us could see who was driving through the tinted windows.
“Do you have any idea who that was?” I asked.
“None whatsoever,” Brenda said with a laugh. “But that’s small-town life for you. When in doubt, wave and smile.”
“I’d forgotten about that.” I looked up and down the street, remembering how different this was from military bases, where you knew exactly who belonged where and why. “It’s nice, though. Feeling connected to a place.”
“Sometimes it drives me crazy,” Brenda admitted. “Everybody knows your business, having opinions about what you should do with your life. But then something happens like last night—someone gets hurt—and you remember why community matters.”
I thought about what my father had said about Brenda losing her parents, about her staying in Flat Rock to build something meaningful. She could have gone anywhere after high school, done anything, but she’d chosen to stay here and invest in this place and these people.
“Speaking of last night,” she said, “it was nice to see Jeremiah again. Even if he was his usual grumpy self.”
“Jeremiah’s not grumpy,” I said defensively. “He’s just... particular about things. And honest. Sometimes brutally honest.”
“That’s one way to put it.”
“He’s had a hard life. Music is about the only thing that still brings him joy.”
I was hoping that my comment would make Brenda make a mental note to be more patient with Jeremiah in the future. He was one more reminder that everyone in small towns carried stories you might not know about.
After about twenty minutes of small talk, Brenda checked her watch again and frowned. “Mason is really late. I should probably get back to the bakery soon. Saturday mornings are brutal, and I hate leaving Stacy to handle everything alone. Maybe we should give him a call?”
“I don’t have his number with me.” I looked up at the building again, then back toward downtown. “Let’s give him another few minutes. If he doesn’t show up soon, we can—“
A red pickup truck turned the corner and pulled up to the sidewalk in front of us. The driver looked tired, older than his years, with the kind of exhaustion that came from more than just a sleepless night. Mason White climbed out slowly.
“Sorry, I’m late,” he called as he approached us. “I was... I had to...” He trailed off, looking like a man who’d been carrying too much weight for too long.
“Mr. White, are you okay?” Brenda asked, concern evident in her voice.
He looked from her to me, then back again, his face pale and drawn. “I was at the police station,” he said quietly. “They’ve arrested my son Ryan. For murder.”
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Chapter 4

Mason White stood on the sidewalk for a long moment, looking like a man who wasn’t sure how to carry the weight he’d been handed. His shoulders sagged beneath a plaid shirt that had seen better days, and his eyes held the kind of exhaustion that sleep wouldn’t cure. 
“Murder,” he repeated quietly, as if saying the word again might make it less real. “They think Ryan killed Derek Paulson.”
Brenda moved closer to him, her voice gentle. “I’m so sorry. This has to be a mistake.”
“That’s what I keep telling myself.” He ran a hand through his white hair, leaving it even more disheveled than before. “But they’ve got him in a cell, and they’re talking about formal charges.”
I studied Mason’s face, seeing the same hollowed-out look I’d noticed in my father after Mom died. The expression of a man who’d already lost too much and couldn’t afford to lose anything else.
“Maybe we should go upstairs,” I suggested. “You can tell us what happened while we look at the apartment.”
Mason nodded gratefully and fumbled in his pocket for a set of keys. “Yeah, that’s... that’s probably a good idea.” He moved toward the door. “I’m sorry about this, Tony. I know you came here to look at a place to live, not listen to my family’s problems.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I said, meaning it. “Family comes first.”
Mason
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