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  Dedication


Sweet Deal Revealed is dedicated to good friends, imaginary sprinkles, and the color pink.   






  
  Previously


I’m Karen O’Brien, a retired teacher, and a convicted felon; after I served my sentence for killing my husband, I moved to my hometown and bought a donut shop to start a new life. I thought I’d left behind the terrifying nightmares and shadows that plagued me in prison, but unfortunately, they stayed with me. 
The original owner of the donut shop insisted that a black and tan German Shepherd, Colonel, and a sassy, gray cat, Mia, were part of the deal, and I didn’t mind at all. I became “Donut Lady” and was ready to settle down to a comfortable life of donuts, scones, and coffee, but I couldn’t seem to avoid getting involved with murders, so I solved them. 
My life isn’t all nightmares and crazed serial killers; I have found great friends in Asbury, Georgia: Sheriff Grady Hayes, for example. He’s my biggest supporter, even though he’s far too serious at times when it comes to murderers. Sheriff stops by every morning for his coffee, a pink-sprinkled donut, and a chuckle or two.
My high school friend, Shirley, has a big heart and is truly unique, which is a polite way to say she’s maddening at times, but she went through the foster parent training, so she could be Woody’s foster mother. I never would have thought a prissy, middle-aged professional real estate agent and an almost feral boy who didn’t know how to read when he was nine would be a perfect match, but they are. I’m tutoring Woody, and he’s doing great in school now, but his biggest accomplishment is that he’s doing an outstanding job of helping Shirley adjust to being a foster mother.
Tiffany is my new assistant baker and is adjusting to civilian life and learning how to get along in a small town after prison, just like me; I’m not sure she realizes I understand how hard it is.
Then there’s Jack; he’s become a regular in my life but tends to be overprotective. Sometimes I’d like a little more space because I’m not sure I’m interested in coasting into a serious relationship, but then, I’m torn because he is such a nice guy. Sounds like I might be maddening at times too, doesn’t it?






  
  Chapter One


A clap of thunder startled me awake. I threw back my bed covers and squinted at the clock.  Five o’clock. How could I have overslept? I should have been at the donut shop a half hour ago.  “Colonel,” I called out. “Why didn’t you wake me up?”
I leaped out of bed, and my German shepherd lumbered into the bedroom. As I hurried to my closet, Colonel flopped down in front of the door. I sidestepped to dodge him and tripped over the trash basket. I grabbed at the wall and hit my face on the doorjamb in perfect timing with a flash of lightning and an instant crack of thunder.
“I need to slow down.” I groaned and pulled myself up. As I collected the scattered papers, Mia waltzed into the bedroom and meowed. She jumped onto my bed and kneaded my pillow.
“What’s wrong with you two?” I crossed my arms. “Wait. It’s Sunday, isn’t it?” I shook my head and stumbled to the kitchen to start a pot of coffee. 
The whoosh of the wind and the rhythmic beating of rain against the windows resounded through my cozy two-bedroom bungalow. The window-shaking booms of thunder added emphasis to Mother Nature’s early morning performance, and I shuddered. Mia curled up next to me on the sofa, and Colonel laid his chin on my knee. His soulful eyes comforted me. The two of them stayed close until the fast-moving storm was gone.
“Storms still bother me, but I have another feeling I can’t shake.” 
While I dressed, the shadows gathered at my bedroom door. “You feel it too? Maybe we can walk it off. Who wants to go along?” 
The shadows disappeared when I picked up Colonel’s leash, and Mia scampered to the pantry.
I carried the folded leash while Colonel dashed ahead and splashed in the puddles on our stroll to downtown. The fragrance of flowers and damp grass and the cheery bird songs brightened my morning mood.  
“Let’s be adventuresome and go to Ida’s Diner for breakfast. We never have time during the week.” 
Colonel quickened his pace to a trot then stopped at the end of the block and waited.  When I caught up with him, he loped to the end of the next block. 
“Is this our version of leapfrog?” I asked.
When we reached Ida’s, Colonel flopped on the sidewalk under the awning where it was dry. I opened the door and inhaled the comforting diner aroma of old grease mixed with frying bacon and baking yeast bread. The heady fragrance of warm sugar and cinnamon beckoned me inside. 
“Where’s Colonel? What happened to you?” Mary Rose asked. Her long dark hair was piled on top of her head with a hair clip; tendrils escaped at her neck and around her face.
“Greeting customers out front. I tripped and hit the corner of my closet door.” I touched my cheek gingerly with my fingertips. “Does it look bad?”
“You’ve got a red mark on your cheek. Don’t think it will bruise. Hey, Sully,” Mary Rose called to the kitchen. “Colonel’s playing maître d’ out front.”
“On it,” a low male voice said.
“Sit wherever you like, Ms. Donut Lady. You want coffee?”
I slid into a red vinyl booth midway back and faced the door. I had a view of the parking lot and Colonel.
“Whatcha want?” Mary Rose asked as she poured a fresh cup of coffee. 
I stared at the menu. “Everything. Recommend something.” 
“You want eggs. Sully brings fresh eggs from his farm. If you don’t mind waiting a few minutes, he’ll be pulling out the cinnamon rolls. Bacon or sausage? Grits or home fries? How you want your eggs?”
“Eggs over easy, bacon, grits, and a cinnamon roll.”
“Hungry Donut Lady special,” Mary Rose called to the kitchen.
“On it.”
I raised my eyebrows. Mary Rose snickered and strutted to the kitchen waving my ticket.
“Y’all have an unfair advantage,” I said. “You’ve been awake longer than I have.” I wrapped my hands around the hot cup and inhaled the steamy elixir. 
Two white pickup trucks pulled into the diner’s parking lot. Four men who wore jeans, chambray shirts with a construction logo, and muddy work boots stopped and greeted Colonel. They stomped their feet on the porch before they came inside. The men headed to the big booth at the opposite side of the diner. Mary Rose was a whirlwind as she refilled coffee, delivered menus, and took orders. She glided out of the kitchen with a steak on a plate and took it out to Colonel.  When she scurried inside, I raised my eyebrows and she laughed. “Maître d’ special.”
A middle-aged man and a young woman came in. The man was over six feet tall. His curly, dark brown hair was clipped short. His face was ruddy, and he had a full beard that matched his hair except for gray streaks along his jawline. His beard skimmed his shirt at the neckline. He wore khaki slacks and a white dress shirt that stretched across his abdomen. 
The young woman was slim and just over five feet tall. She had straight, long black hair and dark skin and wore jeans and a tight black T-shirt.  When they passed me, he clenched and unclenched his fists. 
“No need to be a prima donna. Hurry up,” he growled.
They continued to the last booth; my back was to them, but I had the hearing of a teacher. I snickered when I glanced at the window and saw their reflection. And eyes in the back of my head. The young woman faced the door. 
“Whatcha drinking?” Mary Rose asked.
“Coffee,” the man said. “And bring the check.”
The woman scowled. “Water for me. And a cinnamon roll to go.”
Mary Rose delivered the coffee, water, and a white paper sack. On her next pass through, she dropped off the check and refilled the man’s coffee.
The woman stared at the man and held out her hand with her palm up. She wiggled her fingers and raised her eyebrows. He slammed a fat manila envelope on the table. 
She peeked inside. “Is it all here?” Her eyes narrowed. “Good stuff?” 
“Of course,” he said.
“I hope so for your sake.” She slid an overstuffed white envelope across the table.
Mary Rose brought me my breakfast. “Enjoy.”
“Maître d’ special?” I asked.
“Sully and Colonel go way back; remind me to tell you the story sometime.”
I spooned my grits out of the bowl and onto my plate next to my eggs. When I stabbed the yolks, the thick egg creaminess oozed into the grits. I scooped up a bite with my fork. Mmm. Heaven. 
Mary Rose refilled my coffee. “Ever have farm eggs before?”
“If I have, it was long ago. These are delicious and absolutely defy description; thanks for the recommendation. I haven’t had grits in years and had forgotten how much I love them; these are perfect.”
The bacon was salty and crisp, and the cinnamon roll was gooey sweetness. I licked the velvety icing off my upper lip. Good thing I can’t come here every morning for breakfast. I could put on ten pounds in a month, no problem.
The young woman rose to leave the diner, and the man followed her. When they reached the parking lot, he grabbed her arm, snatched a handful of hair, and jerked back her head. As the man leaned down for an open-mouth kiss, Colonel rose to his feet with his hackles up, and his low growl grew in intensity. One of the men in the booth narrowed his eyes and frowned at the parking lot. When Colonel growled, the customer rose and headed to the door. 
The man outside jerked his head toward Colonel, and the young woman grabbed his hand, bent his small finger backward, and slammed his sternum with her elbow with the force of a woman who takes care of herself. “Forget it, bud. Not in the deal.”
He yowled as he released her and stumbled back; Colonel’s growl intensified, and his muscles tensed. The young woman sprinted across the parking lot and out of sight. The man clutched his hand to his chest as he fought to regain his breath then glanced at the diner. The customer returned to his friends, shadows drifted in front of my window, and I focused on my plate. 
“That was interesting. Undercover, do you think?” I shook my head. Talking to shadows?
Mary Rose waved the coffee pot, and I nodded. I won’t sleep for three days.
“There was a man in here earlier,” I said while Mary Rose poured. “He sat in the back booth, and I’m pretty sure I went to high school with him, but I couldn’t remember his name. You ever have that problem? He’s a big guy and has a big beard.”
“Omigosh. All the time! That’s Mr. Wallace. I ran into my best friend from fourth grade at the grocery store and couldn’t remember her name. I kept calling her Hon.” She giggled. 
“I’ll have to remember that.” I grinned and sipped my coffee. “Does Sully make cinnamon rolls every morning?”
“Nope. Just Sundays.” She lowered her voice. “He says he can’t compete with the Donut Lady.”
“He did not.” I laughed.
“Maybe not, but it’s true,” she grinned.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning my talented baker, Tiffany, punched down a batch of dough while I mixed my scones. She brushed the flour off her dark brown hands. “Remember you told me the sheriff asked for his second favorite donut one time and it was like pomegranate, pineapple, and coconut mai tai? A little bird named Emma told me his birthday is tomorrow. Don’t you think we owe our sheriff a nice surprise? I can’t figure out what to call them, though.”
“What about over the hill mai tai?”
“Love it.” Tiffany covered her last batch of dough to rise. “I’ll get cocktail umbrellas we can stick into the donuts.”
“I’ve got another one. Older than dirt donut. Use chocolate cookie crumbles for dirt.”
“You are on a roll, Miss Lady. What about scones?”
“I’ll need to think about that. You have any ideas?” I sipped my coffee.
“Remember the sheriff suggested jailbird donuts?” Tiffany asked. “What about jailbird scones?”
I choked and spewed my coffee. I grabbed a cloth and cleaned up the counter. “Remind me not to drink coffee while we’re brainstorming. I assume cranberry-orange scones with orange drizzle?”
“Wait before you pick up your cup, Miss Lady. I was thinking maybe an orange frosting smear with orange zest and black bars on top. I can pipe the black stripes with dark chocolate.”
“Perfect. And I love the taste of orange with bitter dark chocolate.”
We high-fived, and the bell jingled.
“A high five in the Donut Hole?” The sheriff narrowed his eyes as he strode inside. “You two are up to no good, right?”
“You’re certainly suspicious this morning, Sheriff.” Tiffany flipped her dishtowel over her shoulder and served his coffee and pink sprinkled donuts.
“Better watch that, Sheriff,” I added. “We’ll start thinking you’re a lawman and clam up.”
The sheriff shook his head. “Of all the donut joints in this town, I had to come here.”
“Casablanca,” I said. 
The sheriff raised his eyebrows. “Not everybody knows that.”
“What are you two talking about?” Tiffany asked. “Are we changing the name of the Donut Hole?”
Sheriff and I laughed as Tiffany fumed, “It’s not polite to have secret words unless you want to make the donuts yourself.” 
When the bell jingled, Shirley bustled in, and the sheriff picked up his hat and ambled to the door. 
When he glanced back, I mouthed, “Coward.” 
He saluted with two fingers. “Here’s looking at you, kid.” 
“Yep,” Tiffany mumbled, “older than dirt.”
Shirley perched on a stool at the counter and pushed her short, curly blond hair behind her ear. “The sheriff’s always in a hurry; he must have staff meetings every morning. Karen, since you wouldn’t let us have a housewarming party after you moved back to your remodeled house, Woody and I came up with another idea; actually, Woody did. He said he got the idea from the animal rescue adoption day; you know, when we got our cat, Chase, but I won’t tell you because it’s his idea. We’d like to come by after school this afternoon so he can tell you; we already cleared it with Monica at the library, but zip.” Shirley pinched her thumb and index finger together and motioned across her pursed lips. “I won’t say anything except it’s a great idea, and you’ll like it because you’re a teacher. Are you glad your cast on your arm is finally off after it was broken in that scary storm that caused your entire house to collapse on you?  That was a silly question; of course, you are, but I noticed your pink long-sleeved shirt, and it reminded me of your cast. Thanks for the coffee and my sack of pastries, Tiffany. I have to run because I have a meeting, but it’s not at the sheriff’s office.” Shirley giggled as she dashed out the door.
“Books,” Tiffany said. “If Ms. Monica cleared the idea, it’s books or magic.” She dropped donut holes into the fryer.
I stared at Tiffany. “You know about our librarian and magic?”
“Sure, that’s Ms. Monica’s hobby: she does a magic show for the little kids.” She dumped the donut holes on the wire screen to drain.
Nice cover for a magical librarian. 
“Write Now authors meet at nine today, Miss Lady; I was thinking blueberry scones. They liked them the first time they were here, and I’ve got maple and strawberry glaze for donuts.”
“Finish up your donuts, and I’ll get the scones going,” I said. “Do you think they might like school glue scones?”
“I’ll whip up some vanilla crème. Why school glue scones for the writers?”
“I don’t know. Just a feeling.”
“Fine, don’t tell me; I suppose I need to make blood scones too?” Tiffany crossed her arms and scowled.
I studied the ceiling. “Yes. I guess you do.”
Tiffany squinted at the ceiling, and I carried napkins into the meeting room to hide my smirk. Made you look, Tiff. 
The mayor hustled into the shop at eight thirty. “I should have called first, but my calendar cleared. Any meetings this morning? Can I help?”
“Writers group, Mayor, and of course, you can help; you’re our official greeter.”
“Thank you, Donut Lady; I love this job.” He rubbed his hands together then hustled to the storeroom for his apron. 
I followed him. “The leader for Write Now called me last night. The group has had an angels versus vampires controversy going for a couple of weeks. She wanted to know if we could help her defuse the argument. We have school glue scones and blood scones for them, but we aren’t going to tell them. It’s going to be messy when they bite into the scones. Tiffany doesn’t know yet. Sure you want to prank Tiffany and a writers group? There’s the risk that both of us will be fired.”
“I love my job.” The mayor chuckled and turned around. I tied his apron, and he hurried to the pink room. 
The Write Now members sauntered in; the leader stopped by the counter and paid me. Before she turned toward the meeting room, she glanced around so furtively, it took everything I had to not scan the room too.
“Are we all set?” she asked in a quiet voice.
I couldn’t resist; I narrowed my eyes as I slowly glanced to my left then right before I whispered, “You’ve got angels and vampires scones. The angels have vanilla crème inside, and the vampires have dark raspberry blood. Both of them will provide a lovely trajectory of white or red sticky goo. The mayor is your greeter, and he is all in.”
When the mayor took in the platter of scones, I explained angels and vampires to Tiffany.
“I’ve been stressing about this all morning. Why couldn’t you just tell me? As soon as you make me boss, I’m firing you. Not funny.” She stomped into the storeroom and slammed the door. 
“You snickered,” I said.
Tiffany opened the door and slammed it again.
Screams and laughter came from the pink meeting room.
The major opened the door. “We got a hit, Donut Lady, but we need more napkins. A lot more napkins.”
Tiffany tiptoed out of the storeroom and peeked into the pink room. The mayor grabbed her hand and pulled her in. “Ladies and Gentlemen, may I introduce your baker and perpetrator. Remember Tiffany in your next book.” The room exploded with the sounds of laughter, applause, and whistles.
After the group left, Tiffany and the mayor scrubbed the sticky table, chairs, and floor. 
“Best job ever,” the mayor said as he took off his apron. “I’ll take my apron home and wash it.”
“That was wild, Miss Lady. After they realized the scones oozed, they tried to squirt each other.” Tiffany chuckled and handed me a folded napkin with Donut Lady hand-printed on it. “I found this on the buffet behind the clean cups. Guess it’s for you.” 
I stuffed the napkin into my pocket. 
Tiffany cleaned the equipment, and I swept the shop.  I sat at the counter, unfolded the napkin, and read a scrawled note: “Be careful. He’s a snake.”
I shuddered. “Tiffany, you have any idea who wrote the note?”
“Don’t know. Why? What does the note say?”
“Nothing really.”
“There was a new person, youngish, at the meeting, and I’ve never saw her before. She had long dark hair and was quiet and kept her head down, but she had an air of authority that made me nervous.” Tiffany read over my shoulder. “That’s not nothing. Who is ‘he’?”
I shrugged. “I think it’s a prank.”
“No, you don’t. Who?”
“I saw a short, young, dark-haired woman with Mr. Wallace at Ida’s Diner yesterday morning.”
“If it’s the Mr. Wallace I know, he is a snake. You don’t have anything to do with him, do you?” Tiffany frowned.
“No. What do you know about him?”
“He’s involved in something illegal, maybe drugs. Whatever it is, he’s in deep. Not a nice person. I heard he left the area and went to Atlanta. Wonder what he’s doing in town?”

      [image: image-placeholder]After we closed the shop for the day, I headed to the soup kitchen on impulse. “Not sure if Melinda Wallace will be there, but I have a feeling she might need a friend, Colonel.” 
The soup kitchen’s heavy metal doors with the wired windows were unlocked. When I pulled a door open and entered the foyer, the silence was eerie. 
“Hello. Anybody here?” 
Colonel and I walked through the dining area and past the door to the commercial kitchen to the hallway where shadows gathered and swirled. When we reached the hall, Colonel whined and raced down the darkened corridor to a closed door and barked. I hurried to join him, and he scratched on the door. 
A feeble voice said, “In here.”
I opened the door a few inches, but it was blocked. I pushed against the door and opened it enough to see inside. I gasped. Blood spatters were on the wall, and pools of blood dotted the floor. The storeroom was in shambles with shattered jars, cans, food boxes, and flour strewn on the floor. I pushed against the door, and it opened enough for me to see what blocked it. 
Melinda lay on her side with her back against the door.  Her pale green shirt and jeans were spattered with blood.
“Oh my.” I grabbed the door handle to steady myself.
“Melinda?” I pushed again and scooted her enough for me to squeeze into the room. I stooped next to her and brushed her brown, gray-streaked hair away from her battered face and touched her shoulder gently. 
She opened her swollen eyes. “You’re here. I’m okay,” she said in a weak voice.
I pulled out my phone and called nine-one-one. “Are you okay, Donut Lady? Where are you? I have a deputy ready.”
“Tess, I’m fine, but I’m at the soup kitchen in the storeroom, and Melinda needs an ambulance.”
My voice cracked. “She’s been beaten.”
“Is she conscious?” Tess asked.
“Yes, but she’s been badly injured.”
“Cold,” Melinda said.
When I spotted a pack of commercial tablecloths, I struggled to my feet and ripped open the package. “The ambulance is on its way. Where does it hurt?”
“Hurts.”
I spread a tablecloth over Melinda and scooted glass and debris away from her. “I’m going to open the door a little wider. Let me know if it hurts.”
When I pulled the door open a little wider, it slid Melinda toward me. When she winced, I stopped.
“Can you breathe okay?” I crouched close to her.
“Been better.”
“Who attacked you?”
“He hurt me.”
“There’s a lot of blood; is it all yours?”
“I dropped jar on his head.”
“Good girl.”
Melinda closed her eyes. “Yes.”
I scanned the floor: pickles, pickle juice, and blood surrounded the shards of a broken gallon jar near the ladder. 
Colonel suddenly howled; I didn’t hear any sirens, but he must have.
“Donut Lady?” A familiar male voice called from the kitchen.
“Down the hall in the storeroom.” I shouted; Colonel barked.
Deputy Roger stuck his head into the room. “Wow.”
“Melinda’s against the door. Maybe if the rescue crew can put her on a backboard, it will be easier to move her.”
“Any of this blood yours?” Roger waved his pen. “Did she say who attacked her?”
I glanced down; my jeans and hands were covered with blood. “None’s mine. Melinda didn’t say who, but she did say she dropped a jar on his head; I think it was that gallon pickle jar.”
Roger bit his lip and scribbled in his notebook. “Y’all are going to get me fired yet. Sheriff’s not going to believe this.”
Colonel howled. 
“Ambulance is here. I need to check the building. Will you be okay?”
“Yes.”
When Melinda mumbled, I leaned closer. “Knew you’d come.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The lead paramedic, Carol, came in first. She raised her eyebrows and scanned the room while her team logrolled Melinda onto a backboard. “You injured?”
“No.”
She followed her team out, and they were gone. I surveyed the room more closely and noticed the man’s bloody footprints that led to the closet. 
“Come on, Colonel. The sheriff’s waiting in the hall for us.” I struggled to my feet and closed the storeroom door. I leaned against the wall while my heart pounded, and I hyperventilated.
Roger appeared at the end of the hallway; his eyes widened as I put my finger to my lips and tiptoed to him.
I whispered, “Roger, I saw bloody footprints; I think the man is in the storeroom closet.”
Roger quietly called for backup and edged his way to the storeroom with his gun drawn. I followed him for a few feet until he turned and glared; I eased back while Colonel waited at the storeroom door.
Roger opened the door and went inside. Colonel followed him, and I fumed. How is that fair? 
Deputy Jeff came up behind me. 
“Roger and Colonel went in the storeroom,” I whispered. 
Jeff slipped down the hallway and assumed his backup position at the door. I didn’t realize how intent I was as I watched and listened until the crackle of the radios startled me; Jeff raced past me to the outside door. 
I headed to the end of the hallway, and Colonel caught up with me. Melinda’s office was on my left. Colonel faced the office and whined. The turn to the hallway leading to the dining area was on my right. I turned to the left. When I touched the doorknob, the door to the office swung open. “You’re my witness, Colonel. I didn’t force my way in at all.” 
Papers were scattered on the floor, and the desk and file cabinet drawers were open. “Déjà vu, Colonel?” I tiptoed to look behind the desk. Nothing. I exhaled in relief. When I turned to leave, shadows billowed between me and the door and slid to the ceiling and then to the corner of the room. 
I was so startled, I jumped at the sight of a stocky young man who stood in the corner. He wore an oversized black Bulldogs T-shirt stuffed into jeans that were pulled high on his waist. His brown hair was slicked down except for the cowlick at his crown. His pale hands shook, and his cheeks were streaked with tears. 
I exhaled. “Andrew, I didn’t hear you. You were so quiet. Are you okay?”  
Andrew stared at the shadows as they shrunk under his feet and disappeared. He sniffed back tears and swiped at his face and nose with his shirtsleeve. “There was yelling and noise. I got scared by all the noise, so I hid.” Andrew covered his ears. 
Colonel pushed the door wide to enter and approached Andrew. 
“Can I pet him?” Andrew asked.
“He’d love it.”
Andrew stroked Colonel’s back. “I don’t like noise. Can we go find Deputy Roger?”
“That’s a good idea.”
On our way to the kitchen, Andrew asked, “Is Ms. Melinda okay? I peeked when the ambulance came. She looked hurt bad. I didn’t help her.” 
He stopped and stared at the floor. “Is she going to be mad at me?”
“A bad man hurt her. She’ll be happy you were quiet and stayed in her office.”
Andrew nodded and headed to the dining room. “I saw the bad man.”
My eyes widened. Didn’t expect that. “I think Deputy Jeff is outside. Can you tell him about the bad man?”
“Deputy Jeff is nice.”
“He is; let’s see if we can find him.”
Jeff approached us when we stepped outside.
“Deputy, Andrew was in Melinda’s office; hiding, right, Andrew?”
“I saw the bad man, Deputy Jeff.”
Jeff blinked. “Let’s find a place to sit and talk, Andrew. How about in the soup kitchen dining room?”
“Yes, sir.” Andrew followed Jeff inside.
“Let’s go home, Colonel.”
After we had gone half a block, the sheriff’s car pulled to the curb. “Would y’all like a ride home?”
Sheriff Grady stepped out of his car, circled around to the passenger’s side, and opened the back door. Colonel leaped inside and laid his chin on the back of the front seat. The sheriff opened the passenger’s door. “So why did you go to the soup kitchen in the first place?” 
I slid in. “I had a feeling.”
“Of course, you did.” He shook his head and slammed the door.






  
  Chapter Two


After the sheriff gave me a lecture on staying out of trouble and dropped us off, I took a quick shower and changed my clothes. I put my soiled clothes in the washer and changed the dial to cold to rinse out the blood. I poured a glass of sweet tea, and Colonel and I went to the backyard. I sat on the steps and sipped my tea while Colonel checked his property and marked the perimeter.  
Tires screeched in front of my house. When the knocking on the door turned to banging, I ambled inside. When I swung open the front door, Jack, my tall handyman and self-proclaimed protector, lost his balance. He snatched at the outside door handle, jerked the door against his shoulder, and stumbled backward. 
“Are you okay?” he asked.
I raised my eyebrows and bit my lip. “You want to start over?”
His neck and face turned crimson. “Good idea. Hello, Donut Lady. How ya doing? Are all the neighbors watching? I’m afraid to look.” He brushed his jeans and glanced over his shoulder.
I laughed. “Come on in, you goof.”
He sat at the dining table, and I poured him a glass of tea.
“It’s tough for an engineer with no social skills to be a knight in a red flannel plaid shirt.” He took a big gulp of tea. “I was at the gas station and heard you found Melinda hurt at the soup kitchen. There may have been some embellishments of the story. Did you know your fan club meets at the gas station?”
“I can’t wait to hear Tiffany’s version of the story in the morning. Hers is always the best.”
“So, what happened, really?”
“I’d really like to visit Melinda at the hospital. Want to go along?”
“Only if I drive. I need to redeem my self-worth.”
On the way to the hospital, I described finding Melinda and Andrew. “Pretty short story, and not very exciting,” I left out the part about the shadows.
After Jack parked at the hospital, he said, “Did you know Andrew is one of Alfred’s helpers for the anger management program? Andrew helps work with the boys who have issues.”
“I didn’t know that. But Andrew takes longer than most folks to process his thoughts. How does he help?”
“Alfred assigns a project to a team made up of an adult, Andrew, and one of the boys. I’ve worked on several. Andrew stays focused on the project. We’re challenged to emulate him. It’s life-changing.”
Jack offered his arm, and I slipped my arm through his and rested my hand on his forearm as we walked across the grass to the sidewalk. When we reached the hospital doors, I dropped my hand. “Thanks. My vision these days, especially on uneven ground, isn’t the greatest.”
“Glad I could help,” Jack said. 
When I stepped up to the information desk, he mumbled, “Wish you’d let me help more.”
I chose to ignore him. “Melinda Wallace?” I asked.
The clerk popped her gum and checked her computer. “She’s still being evaluated. Are you family?”
“No. Close friend. She doesn’t have any family in town.”
“Good enough; call tomorrow to see if she’s up to having visitors.” She scribbled on a notepad and tore off the sheet. “Here’s the number to call.”
“I’ll get the truck and pick you up.” Jack strode away to the parking lot.
“Your husband is very thoughtful,” the clerk said.
“You’re right, he is. But he’s a close friend.”
“Friends are nice to have.” She answered the ringing phone.
On our way back to my house, Jack said, “Where would you like to go out to dinner? Don’t say nowhere because you have to eat, and there’s no reason to eat alone.”
“I’m not up to going out anywhere.” I bit my lip as I remembered what the young clerk at the hospital said. Friends are nice to have. 
I sighed. “I love to cook, but cooking for one isn’t fun. How about if we stop at the grocery store, and I’ll make you a homecooked chicken dinner?”
Jack frowned. “Is that your polite way of telling me you won’t go out to dinner with me?”
I raised my chin. “Yes.” 
Jack guffawed. “You win, Donut Lady. Let’s go grocery shopping. I’ll buy; you cook.”
After I selected potatoes and salad ingredients, Jack met me at the poultry case and with a half-gallon of ice cream and a bottle of wine in the cart. 
While the chicken baked and the potatoes boiled in my kitchen, we sat sipped hot tea. 
“Why did you buy the donut shop?” Jack tilted his head as he peered at me.
“I wanted to be my own boss and stay busy. I just had a feeling it was the business for me.”
Jack finished his tea. “Are your feelings always right?”
I set my cup down. “Interesting question: I never ignore them, but I’m not sure that answers your question.”
“Maybe it does. Can I help with dinner? I’m good at salads.”
“That’s great. I’ll get the gravy going, and we can eat in ten minutes.”
Jack showed off his knife skills as he chopped and sliced, and I stirred my roux for the gravy. “It’s nice having help while I cook.”
“I like feeling useful.” Jack set our salad bowls on the table. He peeked over my shoulder at the skillet as I added and stirred chicken broth into my roux. “Wow. That’s gravy magic.”
After we finished eating, Jack pushed back his empty plate. “Oven-fried chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy. You’re a great cook, Karen. Thanks for turning me down.”
“Any time, Jack.” I giggled.
“I set myself up on that one, didn’t I?” Jack smiled.
I dished up the mint chocolate chip ice cream, and Jack opened the wine and poured a single glass.
“Shirley told me that white wine counts as champagne when it’s served with ice cream,” I said. 
“I never knew Shirley was a philosopher.” He carried our empty bowls to the sink. “Refill on your wine?” 
“No, thank you.”
Jack headed to the door, and I followed him. 
“I’m going to let Colonel out the back; are you going to drive around to the alley to guard us?”
“I could just stand here, and save the gas.” He crossed his arms.
“Fine, you do that. Want to go out, Colonel?”
Colonel and I walked to the back door, and I let him out. 
I waited inside, then when Colonel scratched to let me know he was back, I let him in and double-locked the door.
“Thanks again; dinner was wonderful,” Jack said.
“Thanks for the company.” I smiled.
Jack stood at the door and stared at me then sighed as he left. 
After I locked the door and clicked the deadbolt, he stepped off the porch and started his truck.
The shadows filled the hallway. 
“Time for bed, everybody.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, I opened my eyes at three. No way can I sleep. When Colonel and I stepped outside at three thirty to walk to the Donut Hole, I was glad I wore my sweatshirt for the chilly morning air.
“This is going to be a great morning, Colonel: it’s the sheriff’s birthday.”
When
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