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  Dedication


Sweet Deal Concealed is dedicated to being fierce, sprinkles, and the color pink.   






  
  Previously. . . 


My name is Karen O’Brien, but for years, I was called “Teacher,” until I ran over my husband and went to prison. In prison, I was “Teach.” After twelve years, I was released from prison and started over in my hometown in Asbury, Georgia. I was plagued by shadows and nightmares when I was in prison, and to my dismay, they stayed with me.   
One of my high school classmates, Shirley Warren, had become a real estate agent; she helped me find a home and a business. Shirley’s quite unique, but I’ll not say anything more, so you can form your own opinion. 
After I bought a charming donut shop the owner insisted included a black and tan German Shepherd, Colonel, and a sassy, gray cat, Mia, I became “Donut Lady” and was ready to settle down to a comfortable life of donuts, scones, and coffee, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that my dear friend in prison was murdered.
My small world grew when Woody, a young boy who gazed in the shop window every morning, and I bonded, and I had the joy of teaching him to read and watching his school attendance and grades improve. Woody suddenly disappeared, and it seemed that no one noticed or cared except me. 
While I searched for Woody but found only dead ends, I stumbled across clues that I was convinced would lead me to the killer of my prison friend. 
When my risky plan foiled the killer’s ambush, my friends and I stopped the murderer.
With the distraction of a murderous stalker out of the way, Colonel and I found Woody, but my hope for a better life for the abandoned boy was crushed when I learned I could not foster him because of my felony conviction. 
I was shocked that self-centered Shirley (Oops; I had told you to form your own opinion.), who had been so negative about Woody, had completed the background checks and all the training to foster him. 






  
  Chapter One


The Georgia pre-dawn air was warm and thick with humidity. The snick-snick of my footsteps and the trotting clicks of Colonel, my German shepherd, broke the eerie silence. Shadows swirled in the low-lying fog and scattered when we approached, and a sudden drop in temperature sent a chill through me. I pulled my sweatshirt sleeves over my hands for warmth and quickened my pace to leave the shadows behind.   
After I unlocked the front door of my shop, the Donut Hole, and flipped on the lights, Mia, my feline shop guard, stalked Colonel. Colonel circled and snuffled the shop perimeter and then flopped down near the counter. Mia leaped over him and dashed to the storeroom. I tied on my signature pink apron and mixed my first batch of dough. 
Two hours later, I organized the last tray of maple donuts in the display case and checked the clock. Plenty of time to put the final touch of pink sprinkles on the donut holes before the book club meeting.
I glanced toward the front window. Shadows swarmed and billowed at the window and caught me off guard. I shuddered. What are my nightmare shadows doing here?
When Colonel woofed in his sleep and whined, I knelt next to him and stroked his back. “It’s okay, boy.” He opened his eyes, stretched, and sauntered to the door. 
“You’re right, Colonel. Time to open. Donuts before jitters.”
Despite my dread, I flipped the sign to Open, unlocked the front door, and returned to my sprinkles and my next batch of donuts. 
The sharp jingle of the bell over the door startled me. Something’s spooking me. 
Giselle burst in. She wore jeans and a soft green T-shirt with her shop logo, scattered rose petals and twisting ivy, on the pocket.
“You got coffee? I need a large to-go cup with three dozen donuts. Give me whatever kind you have: oh, make it four. I got a call last night; the church auxiliary voted to host their annual white elephant sale at my thrift shop. Nice of them to let me know, but it’s pretty late notice because their sale is today. They’re bringing their kitsch and what-nots this morning at seven for a consignment sale.” 
She fanned herself with a napkin and leaned against the counter. “I need a spot for them. I think a sidewalk sale will work. I’ve bribed Isaiah and his friend, Thomas, with your donuts, if they’ll help me set up the tent and drag out some tables. They’ll be at the shop in thirty minutes. Have you checked today’s weather? I think it’ll be mostly cloudy with no rain, so it won’t be too hot. Hopefully, anyway. Our southwest Georgia weather is unpredictable. I sure got a ramble going, don’t I? Lord love a duck; I’m flustered.”
Giselle flopped down on a stool at the counter, and I grabbed a coffee cup. Mia slinked out of the storeroom and stalked Giselle. She held her gray tail straight up. She was the feline version of a shark.
“You don’t drink coffee, Gee. Want cream and sugar?”
“I don’t know. Probably.”
I filled her mug halfway with coffee and added milk and four heaping teaspoons of sugar. I put a maple donut on a plate in front of her. She took a sip and a big bite.
She relaxed with a sigh. “Maple donut cures everything. And coffee. Why did I never like coffee? It’s sweet and a soft brown, just like me.”
“You have my version of Cuban coffee: extra milk and sweet.” I peered at her. “What else is bothering you?”
“My sister drove in last night from Houston. She’ll pick up her daughter today from prison and bring her here tomorrow.”
I sat on the stool next to Giselle. She sipped her coffee and continued. “Melissa wants Tiffany to stay with me. The two of them have always been at odds with each other. I don’t mind giving Tiffany a job or a place to live, but I can’t do both. I know I couldn’t be around her all day at work and at night too: one or the other, but not both. I suspect she feels the same.”
Mia leaped at Giselle’s feet. Gee scooped her up with one hand and plopped Mia onto her lap. Giselle rubbed Mia’s ears; Mia purred.
“Awesome, Gee,” I said.
“Me and Mia go ‘way back. She’s stalked me for years.” She laughed.
“So, what would you prefer? Or should we ask Tiffany?” I said. “Her choices are to work in a donut shop and stay with you, or work in a thrift shop and board with a white lady. Will it scare her I was in prison?”
Giselle broke into her signature grin that began with her eyes and took over her face. “We can only hope she’ll be scared. I didn’t want to put you on the spot, but knew you’d understand. Nobody else for me to ask in town, and Tiffany needs to stay busy. It would work best for me if she worked at the donut shop and stayed at my house, so I can keep my thumb on her. Don’t think I could focus on her and work at the same time.”
“Then I’ll be happy to interview her for a job at the donut shop.” 
“I have always loved the way you think, Donut Lady.” Gee raised her cup in a toast.  “One more thing: would you help me with the consignment sale after you close?” She drained her cup and polished off her donut. She licked her fingers and patted her mouth with her napkin.
“Of course, we’ll barter a deal later.” 
“Didn’t expect anything less.” She set Mia on the floor, and Mia flicked her tail and pranced to the storeroom.
I grinned at how energized I was by the thought of a heated negotiation with Gee, the guru of bartering. After Giselle and I loaded up her donuts, she said, “Look at the time. We better hustle. You need your donut holes ready for the Thursday Book Club, and I’ve got hungry young men that will disappear if I’m not there when they show up.”
Amber showed up thirty minutes before the book club meeting. She wore her black yoga pants and faded Bulldogs T-shirt. No court appearance today.
“Ms. Karen, I have some papers for you to sign. I’m sorry this process is slow, but I expect a judge ruling by the first of next month to clear your felony conviction. I have been pleased it has all been legalese and paperwork, so it hasn’t been a burden on you. Are you available this afternoon?”
“What time were you thinking?” I asked. 
“Whatever time works for you. Drop by the office; Leah has the papers all ready. You and I don’t have to get together unless you have any questions. I wrote a summary, and Leah has it.”
Amber headed to the pink meeting room. “The club is voting today on whether to meet once a week, and we are thinking probably at the same time. Would that work for you?”
“Just let me know, and I’ll put it on the event calendar.” I grinned. “The Pink Room is busy most days, thanks to you.”
Amber picked up the box of pink-sprinkled donut holes and carried them to the meeting room while I made their first pot of coffee. “Ms. Karen,” she called, “may I have a maple donut before anybody shows up?”
I took her two. Saved myself a trip.
Shirley bustled into the shop. A few book club members had gathered at the display case. She weaved around them like a motorized scooter in downtown rush hour traffic.
“Hmm. Book club day,” Shirley said. “I need a donut with sprinkles.” 
I handed her a to-go coffee and a sack with her donut with sprinkles and a scone. 
“Got any scones?” Shirley peered into the display case.
“Is blueberry okay? There’s one in your sack.” I know my regulars.
“Perfect. Are you available next Tuesday afternoon? Woody is receiving a certificate for making the A honor roll at school, and I’d like to be there. He’s doing great in school thanks to your tutoring. His teacher said I’m the best foster mother she’s ever seen. I’m sure that’s not true, but wasn’t it nice of her to say that? I got an email from a client this morning who is interested in looking at a house, but the only time she and her husband can be here is smack-dab in the middle of the school event. Could you meet them at the house so they can look at it? All you need to do is unlock the door, and then lock up the house after they’ve looked at it. You don’t have to answer any questions. I can meet them after the school program for a few minutes before they leave town. I haven’t met them, but she said her folks used to live here. Being a foster mother is tricky. Did you know boys don’t like to wear polo shirts and khaki pants to school? I didn’t know that. My parents’ group set me straight before I gave them to Woody. When Woody and I went shopping together, he got jeans and T-shirts exactly like the ones he already has. I never heard—”
“Shirley. Do you have an appointment today at nine? You usually do.” 
“Oh, yes. I have to run. I’ll drop the key off with you before Tuesday.”
On her way out, she crashed into a late-arriving book club member. They exchanged fast “excuse-mes” and rushed to their respective destinations.
After I refilled the carafes in the meeting room, the bell jingled, and Sheriff Grady Hayes strolled inside.
He sat at the counter as I poured his coffee. He peered at the menu board. “What’s the special today? Coconut-pineapple-raspberry-mai-tai?”
I laughed. “One of these days, I’m going to make a crazy concoction donut just for you. When’s your birthday again?” I wiggled my eyebrows. 
“Gave ‘em up. I’ll take one of those pink-sprinkled donuts, seeing as how it’s Thursday.” I pointed at the counter where I’d set his Thursday donut in front of him while he looked at the board.
He squinted at me. “Am I that predictable? Never mind.”
While I caught up on the dishes, he said, “The air conditioning in here feels great, Ms. Karen.  Last week I rode around in my car with the windows down. I couldn’t do that this morning because it’s too sticky. We might have some bad weather coming our way later today.”
“I didn’t know that. Giselle’s planning on a consignment sale outside her shop.”
“I’ll check on her.” 
“Thanks. I’ve got a feeling.” I refilled his cup and poured one for myself. “It’s nice to sit a minute after my morning rush of making donuts and scones.” 
The sheriff chuckled. “I need the coffee and donuts as fortification before I hit the streets and get harangued over the latest perceived infraction by somebody’s neighbor.” 
We sipped coffee in companionable silence.
On his way out, the sheriff said, “I’ll swing by and talk to Gee.”
By eleven, the book club had left, every bit of pastry was gone, and I had cleaned the shop. I locked up, and the south Georgia heat and humidity slapped me in the face when I stepped outside. 
“Whew, Colonel, we should have driven to work this morning. I’m going to melt before we get home.”
Colonel trotted in front of me, but before I was halfway home, my neck was damp, and my feet were dragging.
When we got home, I filled Colonel’s water bowl and poured myself a glass of iced tea. After my peach yogurt and iced tea lunch, I filled a jug with iced tea and left Colonel to nap in the cool house. 
The parking lot behind the thrift store was full when I arrived. I parked a half-block away and hauled my jug of tea to Giselle’s shop. Giselle’s daughter had hand-painted the sign over the store twenty years ago when she was eleven: Frugal & a Little Fancy. The faded red rose petals and twisting ivy on the neatly lettered sign added to the charm and authenticity of the thrift shop. 
“Iced tea or rum?” Giselle called out when she spotted my red container. Her customers laughed along with her.
Gee’s face glistened with sweat. “You were smart to wear your pink hat. That wide brim will give you a little shade. It’s brutal out here. All the prices are marked, and they are firm. It’s cash only, and here’s the cash box. No receipts and all sales final. Can you take over here? I’ll go inside and rescue Isaiah. He needs to leave for his afternoon class.”
“Got it.”
After an hour, ominous clouds with a greenish tint darkened the sky, and the humidity was even more oppressive.  
Mary Rose, a waitress from Ida’s Diner, picked through the table of paperbacks. She had twisted her black hair on top of her head and held it in place with a hair clip. She picked up two books and added them to her stack on the table. “We’re under a tornado watch.”
Our retired dentist, Silas, stood next to Mary Rose and held a small ceramic lamp in one hand and a child’s brown felt cowboy hat in the other. “It’s summertime in southwest Georgia. When are we not under a storm watch of some kind?” He shielded his eyes with his arm as he scanned the sky. “Although, might be some hail in those clouds.” 
Gee stepped outside and handed me a tall glass of sweet tea with fresh ice. She surveyed the items left. “Okay, folks. Everything out here is half price for thirty minutes. Go!”
She caused a stampede. I set down my glass to take people’s money, and in ten minutes, we had sold everything. All the ice cubes in my glass had melted, but I was on the verge of overheating. I gulped down my tea. 
“Let’s get these tables inside and the tent down before the rain hits.” Her customers jumped to help. Two men took down the tent while four women carried tables inside. Her helpers cleared out in anticipation of a thunderstorm. 
“Stay here until the storm passes.” Gee peered at the sky. “Looks like it’s going to be a doozy.”
“I think I can beat it home. I want to swing by and pick up Mia. I don’t want her to be at the shop alone.”
I hurried to my car. By the time I left the donut shop with Mia, the sprinkles of rain had turned into heavy rain. When I reached home, the rain was torrential. I covered Mia with the hometown newspaper I’d left in the car and dashed into the house. Colonel led the way to the kitchen. I opened the kitchen pantry door, and Mia scooted into her home version of the storeroom. 
Colonel sat for his treat, and I turned on the burner under the kettle. The wind picked up to a howl, and the rain pounded the windows. I turned on the radio for some music to counter the outside assault.
I sipped on my hot tea, patted the sofa cushion next to me, and Colonel hopped up and stretched out. Something crashed against the side of the house, and Mia bounded onto my lap.
“Did you leap in all the way from the pantry?” I stroked her back, and Colonel leaned harder against me.
The radio blasted the emergency signal, then the announcer said, “Tornado warning. Take shelter.” The air conditioner stopped running. We lost power, and the wind and rain were deafening.  I grabbed my small flashlight.
“Let’s go sit in the pantry.” I carried Mia, and Colonel followed. I dragged a kitchen chair into the pantry and closed the door.
“Why didn’t I buy a house with a basement?” Mia purred. 
The air was stuffy in the pantry, but it was quieter than the living room. I flicked the light switch, so I’d know when the electricity came back on and turned on my flashlight, but there were too many shadows. I clicked it off and slumped in my chair. Is it the storm and the low pressure or my busy day that’s drained me? 
The thunder rolls escalated to a rumble of never-ending vibrations. My chair shook and scooted toward the wall. I trembled and closed my eyes. I am beyond fight or flight. The house shuddered and moaned, and we were engulfed in the deafening roar of a runaway train. 
Lord, make it stop.
I felt Mia being lifted from my lap. I clutched her and wrapped my legs around the chair legs. Colonel leaned against me, and I wrapped my arm around his neck. 
Lord, take care of Colonel and Mia.
I was tossed to the floor by a blast of tornadic wind that was accompanied by an ear-splitting explosion.






  
  Chapter Two


I was flat on my back, wet, and still clutching Mia. Colonel whined and nudged my shoulder. I looked up through tree branches at the gray sky and realized it was sprinkling. Either the roof was gone, or I was outside. I peered around for the shadows, but there were none. 
Sure seemed like a nightmare to me.
Colonel nudged me again. I tried to get up, but boards crisscrossed across my lower torso. I relaxed my hold on Mia. She jumped to the boards that were propped up by my perfectly intact chair wedged next to me and howled. Colonel joined in with barks and howls. I stared at the splintered wood, ripped wallboard, broken glass jars and dented cans around me. This cannot be real.
I tried to move, but I had no room to maneuver, and my left arm throbbed with pain. My protectors kept up their din. Men shouted, and Colonel barked even more.
“It’s okay, Colonel. We’re here. We’ll get everybody out,” Sheriff Hayes said. “You there, Karen?”
I exhaled in relief. I didn’t know I’d been holding my breath. “I think I’m pinned under something. And my left arm might be broken.” My tears of relief mixed in with the rain.
“Your roof is gone, and a large tree branch is on your house. Don’t know where that came from. It’ll take a little time to get you out.”
There was a lot of noise while the debris around and on me was cleared. I love the sound of chainsaws and men shouting.
After two men removed the wall that had collapsed on me, I was rolled onto a backboard and handed out to a waiting stretcher. Mia jumped up on me, and Colonel scrambled out and growled while he stood by my side.
“It’s okay, boy,” the paramedic said in a soft voice. “Sheriff said you and the cat are support animals. You can ride with us to the hospital.”
Colonel trotted alongside the stretcher and accompanied the paramedic to the side door. After Mia and I were inside, Colonel and the paramedic climbed in.
“I’m Carol.” She did her assessment and splinted my arm. “All I found was the broken arm. I’m sure they’ll x-ray everything at the hospital, and you’ll be there for a while. They’re really busy.” 
She was right. 
Colonel, Mia, and I had been in the hospital hallway for over three hours. I could walk out, but where would I go? I rubbed my head. Headache from the bright lights. I inhaled and then coughed from the suffocating odor of disinfectant and stale urine. Unintelligible moans, shouts, whispers, and cries filled the hallway. Gurneys rushed up and down the hallway and occasionally bumped my bed. I jerked awake at the sound of a familiar voice. 
“Miss Lady. Where are you?”
Woody.
Colonel gave a yip, and Woody dashed down the hallway followed by Shirley.
“Are you okay, Miss Lady?”
“I’m fine. Especially now that you’re here.”  
Woody grinned. “I’m glad we found you.”
“I tried to call you,” Shirley said. “Your house is a wreck. We went there to look for you, and I almost had a heart attack, but the sheriff said you were here. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Truly. Did you go by the shop?”
“Oh, yes. Woody said we needed to drive by because you would want to know. The shop is fine. The tornado tore a large swath through the residential area on your side of town. I’m glad you’re okay. Do you need anything? Coffee?”
“I need out of here. Can you find me a place to stay?”
“Are you sure you can leave? Don’t they have to put on a cast or something?”
“For now, the splint’s all I need. Doc said the x-rays showed no bone displacement, and he wants the swelling to go down before they put on a cast. I’m waiting for a social worker to find me a place to stay.”
“You can stay with us, Miss Lady. Right, Ms. Shirley?” Woody glanced at Shirley and raised his eyebrows. I raised my hand to my chest. I’m pretty sure my heart just melted from the pleading in his eyes. From the look on Shirley’s face, she felt the same as I did.
“Of course. Karen, stay with us tonight, and I’ve got a partially furnished, small one-bedroom duplex on Flint Street you can rent. It’s only four blocks from my house. It has appliances and a kitchen table and chairs. The cleaning crew cleaned it two days ago. They’re always thorough. I was going to advertise it next Monday, but it’s yours if you like it.”
“Let’s find somebody and tell them I have a place to stay. Is there anything salvageable at my house, do you think?”
“I don’t know,” Shirley said. “Let’s get you situated then I’ll go see. Maybe I can at least get clothes for you.”
“I’ll come with you.”
After being slammed around by a storm and sitting on a gurney for three hours, I was stiff. I sat up and discovered my feet couldn’t reach the floor. 
“Dagnabbit. This dratted stretcher is too high.” I sounded as whiny as I felt. 
“Language, Miss Lady.” Woody said. Shirley laughed, and I smiled.
Woody grabbed a stepstool from a nearby room, and I planted my feet on the stool.
Woody offered me his arm. “Lean on me, Miss Lady.”
Colonel led the way to the parking lot but kept an eye on us in case we changed direction. Shirley carried Mia. The parking lot was a mess of large branches. We were greeted by the sound of chainsaws. I stopped to stare at the size of the limbs on the ground from the oak trees. When we reached Shirley’s car, Woody helped me into the passenger’s side. 
“Are you sure you’re up for all this running around, Karen?”
“You might be right. That short walk took a lot out of me. Let’s go by my house first.”
“Well, we can’t just drive by. The roads are blocked with trees, limbs, siding from houses—lots of debris. We had to walk a block and a half to get to your house.”
“Maybe tomorrow might be better. Can we go by your rental?”
Shirley’s gray duplex with blue shutters and trimmed bushes across the front was small but well-kept. 
“I have a rollaway bed you can use until you get a bed. It’s comfortable but short, but it’ll be fine for you. We can check Gee’s for a sofa. A young couple lives on the other side. Ginny’s a teacher. Eli’s still in school. They have a cat, but I can’t remember the cat’s name. Ginny, Eli, and the cat been there for three years. They’re great tenants.”
Poor Shirley doesn’t even know she made a short joke. I glanced at Woody, and he smiled. I snickered.
“You doing okay, Karen?” Shirley asked.
I nodded so I wouldn’t laugh out loud. Woody coughed.
We passed Gee’s closed shop on our way to the grocery store for dog food. I scrutinized her building for any damage. The solid structure was intact, and even the sign was undisturbed. Our next stop after the grocery store was the donut shop where I ensured Mia was fed and comfortable, and then Shirley drove us to a fast food drive-through for tacos. 
After our meal, Shirley changed the linens on her bed, and Woody measured out Colonel’s food. “After Colonel eats, I can take him for a walk, right?” 
“Don’t go too far and don’t be gone too long. I worry about you being out in the dark alone. Of course, you won’t be alone. Colonel will be with you. That’s fine then.”
Woody and Colonel dashed outside.
“Do you have a blanket I can use?” I asked. “If you don’t mind, I need to lie down. The sofa’s fine for me.”
“You’re sleeping in my bed tonight. You wouldn’t be comfortable on the sofa. There’s not enough room for your splint. Go on. You look terrible. You need to get some rest. Can I get you anything?”
“Really need to lie down.”
“I put a pair of my pajamas on the bed. Go.”  
I stumbled to her bedroom, put on the pajamas, and collapsed. 
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I shuffled to Shirley’s kitchen. “I need to get dressed and get to work.”
She handed me a cup of coffee. “We knew you’d want to open the shop. Here, ya go, and there are clothes you can wear in my bathroom. Woody and I will work with you this morning. School’s canceled. We think you can tell us how to make donuts. We might be slow, but people will understand.”
After I dressed, the four of us, including Colonel, went to the shop.
Shirley unlocked the door with my spare key. I sat at the counter with the recipe book and barked orders. 
The jingling bell announced Amber. “Hey there! I came to help. What do I do? Sign these papers, Karen.”
I signed the papers. “Glad you’re here. More people to boss around.” I grinned. “Although Shirley and Woody have it pretty much under control.”
“We could go faster with a third set of hands,” Shirley said. “Want to be in charge of the fryer? I can cut out donuts and holes, you can fry, and Woody’s a star at making and drizzling icing.”
“Sure am glad this isn’t Thursday,” Woody said over his shoulder. “I don’t think I could drizzle and sprinkle. How do you do all this by yourself, Miss Lady?”
“She’s a donut beast,” Amber said. 
The bell jingled, and Mayor Richardson walked in. “Need any help?”
“Make coffee, Dad,” Amber said.
The sheriff was our first customer. “I was afraid I’d miss my donut this morning. Y’all are awesome.”
I set a cup on the counter, and the mayor filled it. He was wearing one of my pink aprons. He winked at me.
I chuckled. “Sheriff, will I be able to get some things out of my house?”
“I don’t think it’s safe for you. Okay if I contact a salvage crew? I’ll get them working this morning. They’re experienced and know what to save.”
More customers streamed in. I sat at the cash register on a stool while my efficient crew cranked out donuts.
At ten thirty, we were out of donuts except for the nine we set aside. 
“Here’s your donut, Miss Lady. More coffee?” 
I smiled at the hovering Woody. “Just a splash to go with my donut. You know this breaks my rule, right?”
“Yes, ma’am. You only eat a donut with me on Saturdays, but you aren’t breaking your rule.” Woody grinned with a maple mustache. “I’m here. This is my second one.” 
Amber polished off her second maple donut. “I love maple. I’m going to contact your home insurance company about your house. Let me know if your car’s okay. Same time tomorrow. See ya.”
She and her father walked out together. “Now tomorrow, Dad, I need to get a photo of you with the coffee pot and your apron.”
Woody grabbed the broom from the storeroom and swept the floor. Shirley sprayed and wiped the countertop.
“Karen, you have an appointment with the doctor at eleven. After that, we can go to lunch then Gee’s. If you’re too tired, we can pick up lunch on our way home after you see the doc.”
“I’d rather skip the doctor,” I grumbled.
Shirley laughed, and I frowned. I wasn’t joking.
When we walked into the waiting room, a boy and his mother sat together, and the boy’s right leg was in a cast.
The medical assistant opened the door to the examination rooms. “Paul?”
Paul’s mother handed him the crutches that leaned on her chair and helped him up.
I stared at the door after they left. Guess I’m done with feeling sorry for myself.
“Ms. Karen?”
“Shall we come with you?” Shirley asked.
“I’ll be fine. Thank you.”
“The doctor reviewed your x-rays, Ms. Karen, and has ordered more. We can do those here. Down this way.”
After my x-rays, I was escorted to my exam room.
“Ms. Karen, good news,” the doctor said. “The swelling’s down, and we can go with a soft cast. Your next stop is our cast room.”
As the medical assistant led me out of the room, the doctor said, “You can pick the color of your cast.”
“Pink,” I said when I walked into the cast room.
The technician wheeled around, grinned, and pointed. Pink.
“You’re awesome,” I said.
“I know,” he said.
Woody jumped up when I walked into the waiting room. “You got pink? You match the meeting room.” 
“Ready for lunch? Ida’s Diner okay?” Shirley asked. “Might be cherry pie.”
I glanced back at Woody, and he nodded.
“Sounds good to us.”
After turkey sandwiches and pie, we went to the thrift shop. Shirley pulled in front of the shop. “I’m going to drop you off. I have an appointment. I shouldn’t be more than thirty minutes. If you get tired before I’m back, Gee can text me. I was going to ask, but it looks like Woody is going to help you shop. I don’t blame him.” Woody had already hopped out and opened my car door while Shirley was still talking. Shirley waved as she drove away.
When we walked inside, Woody’s face lit up. Isaiah carried an overstuffed chair from the back to an open area near the front.
“Mama, Woody and I will be at the park for a while. We’re going to work on his pitching.”
Gee came out of the back room and waved her hand. “You’ve got everything done I needed. Thanks for your help, son. Take it easy on him now, Woody. Isaiah’s an old man, you know.”
The two sauntered out of the shop, pushing each other and laughing.
“Gee, it’s great that Isaiah has taken an interest in Woody and spends time coaching him.” I sat on the nearest chair.
“I was worried about Isaiah for a while. I didn’t much care for the company he was keeping. Woody has pulled him away from that. Now Isaiah’s talking about vet school. Can you believe that? They tell me it’s easier to get into medical college.” Gee shook her head. “But he’s always kept his grades up even during the rough times, so he might make it. He says it’ll take him a little longer to save up the money, but he’s focusing on science and math at the junior college.”
Gee sat next to me and patted my hand. “But here I’m going on, and you’re probably exhausted. Like some iced tea? I have some in the back.”
She jumped up before I could say anything and returned with two glasses wrapped with paper napkins.
“So, what do you need?”
“You know the duplex Shirley has? I’m going to rent one side from her. It’s got a refrigerator, washer, and dryer, and that’s it. She plans to loan me a rollaway bed. I need something comfortable for Colonel and me to relax on.”
Gee gave me a hand up. “Let’s take a little walk around the shop. See if anything strikes your fancy.”
“What about Tiffany? Did she make it here?” I sat on a forest-green sofa with large orange flowers. “This is ugly, isn’t it? But a sweet kind of ugly that makes you want to settle in.”
“Are you sure you didn’t hit your head? This sofa’s so ugly, its mother averts her eyes.” Gee sat next to me and spoke in a soft voice. “Tiffany’s here. She’s hiding out in the back. Tiffany told me she heard you’d killed your husband and went to prison. She said you must be pretty tough. She’s afraid of you. When she heard your house collapsed around you and you came out with barely a scratch, she was convinced you’re a witch. I think Isaiah embellished a few stories about you. You’ve got it made, girlfriend.” Gee laughed, and I joined her. We were so out of control we had to set down our glasses of tea to keep from spilling them.
I wiped my eyes. “I needed that. Poor thing’s going to be disappointed when she sees me.”
“Isaiah took care of that too. Witches can change their appearance, you know. At least that’s what Isaiah said. I should speak to that young man about teasing his cousin one of these days.”
I snorted. “When you get around to it, right? So what about this ugly sofa?”
“I can top this ugly sofa. Want to see its supposedly matching chair? It’s orange with small green flowers.”
“No.”
“Yep. Come look over here.”
She was right. The ugly sofa paired up with an even more hideous chair.
“I’ll never sell these. They are brand new. The furniture dealer didn’t charge me for them. In fact, she gave me a discount on the rest of the items I bought.”
“How about twenty dollars for the two of them?” I said.
“Why don’t we go to lunch tomorrow, and I’ll buy. Oh, and Isaiah will deliver when you want them.”
“Did you hit your head? What’s wrong with you, Gee?”
“Okay, you win. Lunch tomorrow, and you come to my house for dinner. Bring Shirley and Woody.”
“What?” I had trouble controlling my giggles.
“You’re beating me down. I got a brand-new mattress and box spring and an old wooden bed frame. I’ll throw that in.” By this time, Gee was laughing at herself so hard, she couldn’t continue. The two of us collapsed on the ugly sofa. I need silliness in my life more often.
Gee tried to whisper, but I couldn’t understand her. She took a breath and spoke quietly. “Tiffany is going to be convinced you bewitched me.” She grinned. “All Isaiah’s idea.”
“You two are terrible. Okay, it’s a deal on one condition. I need bed linens and towels. I pick out what I want and pay full price.”
“Ten percent off. I pick, and you have a deal.”
“I give up. You win.”
“Really?”
“Yep. Except I pick where we go to lunch, because you didn’t include that.”
“You aren’t a witch; you’re just always thinking. No, you’re a thinking witch. You relax. I’ll grab those bed linens and towels. That’ll be fifteen dollars.”
“Wait. I have a question. How did you know I’d want the ugly set?”
“Because your mother gave you the wrong name.” Gee stared at the ceiling and rubbed her chin.
“What? You’re getting to be as off-the-wall as I am.”
“You are the twenty-first-century patron saint of lost causes and desperate cases. You should have been named Jude.”
I rolled my eyes. “Got me on that one. Now I have another question.”
Gee’s turn for the eye roll. 
“How did you know about St. Jude?”
“You aren’t the only smarty-pants around here. I write crossword puzzles in my spare time.”
“You do crossword puzzles?”
“Nope. I write them for other people.”
“Wow. I’m impressed.” I tilted my head and tried to look pitiful. “About the fifteen—can I owe you? My purse is in the rubble that used to be my house.”
“Lawdy, you take the cake. Hey, Tiffany. Come meet the Donut Lady.”
Tiffany peeked around the backroom door and stepped tentatively toward the front of the thrift shop. She was tall like Gee, except she was thinner and darker. She wore skinny ankle-length jeans and a man’s sage green polo shirt. Her tightly curled black hair was cut short. Her fingers were long and slender, and I was glad her hands were relaxed. Wonder if she ever played piano.
“This is Ms. Karen O’Brien, Tiffany. Why don’t you sit and talk? I’ve got a few things to do.” Gee disappeared.
We stood near one of Gee’s showcase areas with a sofa, two chairs, two side tables next to the chairs, and lamps. Tiffany sat on the chair farthest from where I stood. She kept her head down, si I couldn’t see her eyes. I backed up and sat on the sofa. I understood the need for space.
“It’ll be better in a week.” I spoke in a soft voice.
“What?” She kept her head down. I knew she heard me, but didn’t believe me.
“Someone told me that my second day out. And it was true. It was better in a week.”
She raised her head and narrowed her eyes at me. She didn’t believe me, but she wanted to. Good sign.
“What did you do? Laundry? Kitchen? TV? Cards?” I held my breath. Her answer would tell me if she was willing to work.
“Kitchen in the morning. Read in the afternoons, ma’am.”
I nodded. Her face softened. She’s brave to admit she’s a reader.
“What did you read?”
“History textbooks and historical fiction, ma’am.”
I’m not surprised by a lot, but that surprised me, and it must have shown when I raised my eyebrows.
She glared. “Nobody else read them, so I had my pick, and nobody cared.”
I laughed. “History can be pretty steamy sometimes.”
Her face became very animated. “I know, right? But the cover had just the title. No clothes being torn off, so everybody thought I was some kind of nerdy bookworm.”
I like this girl. “Which of course, you are.” 
Her eyes widened, and she clenched her hands. “What? Why do you say that?”
“Because nobody would even know those words except a nerdy bookworm.”
She stared at me. I waited.
Tiffany rose and dropped back into her chair. She shifted then examined her feet. She put her hand up to her mouth.
Ah ha. I got her. She’s covering up a smile.
I snickered. She giggled. 
“Want to learn how to make donuts? I need the help. A lot more than I did a week ago.” I nodded at my pink arm. “Right now, I have an eleven-year-old boy, a realtor, a lawyer, and the mayor helping me. Do you think you could do the work of four people? I go to work early, make the donuts fresh for the day, serve customers, clean up, and leave by noon. How does that sound?”
Tiffany leaned forward. “I can do it if you’ll teach me, and sounds like if you can teach a mayor, realtor, and a lawyer, you can teach me. I know Woody. He’s smart. Don’t know how smart the rest of them are.” 
I laughed. “They’re pretty smart, but they aren’t baker material. Can you start in the morning? Be at the shop at four thirty. We’ll need a little extra time on the first day.”
She stood. “I’d like to shake your hand. Aunt Gee says that’s important.”
We shook hands.

      [image: image-placeholder]Later that afternoon, the salvage crew brought fifteen medium-sized boxes of items from my house to Shirley’s and stacked them in her living room. 
The crew leader, a buxom young woman with bulging arm muscles, handed me a key. Nancy was embroidered on her shirt. I noticed she had fresh bruises on her forearms. I frowned. Look like defensive bruises. 
“Ms. Karen, we stored your salvageable furniture at the local storage unit. Here’s the key and a receipt. You might want to inspect your things and clean them up fairly soon. Your sofa, recliner, and mattresses were soaked and would be mildewed in a day. They’re gone.” 
The sheriff arrived with my purse. “You’ll want to unpack your stuff fairly quickly and wash or air them out. We found your car down the block. Not even a scratch. Pretty wild. It’s at the tow yard. I’ll take you if you like. You feel safe to drive one-handed? Are you taking any pain meds?”
“Yes to safe. No to meds.”
“Go ahead and pick up your car, Karen,” Shirley said. “If you don’t mind, I’ll open boxes and get laundry started.”
“Can I ride along with Miss Lady?” Woody asked.
Shirley nodded. She was elbow-deep in the boxes and had already tossed towels and clothing into a laundry pile.
When Woody and I returned, he dived in to help Shirley, and I called Gee.
“I’m moving to Shirley’s duplex tomorrow. Will Isaiah be able to deliver the furniture sometime in the afternoon?”
“I think he’s planning on it. What about lunch? Do you mind if Tiffany joins us?”
“Sounds great. If the weather stays nice, I’d like to picnic at the downtown park near the square. We can pick up sandwiches and drinks.”
“And I’ll bring homemade brownies. I love it.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“What sounds good for dinner, Karen?” Shirley stood at the door with her purse and keys. “I’m going to run to the store. We’re low on milk, and I need to pick up some salad stuff. Woody always makes us a salad every evening. He says I need vegetables. I never knew that. I thought I’d pick up a pizza. How does that sound to you? What about to drink? Woody drinks milk. I like hot tea. Or I can get some cold tea. Sweet or unsweet? I don’t remember which you prefer. Might be unsweet from all your years in Ohio. Is there something else you’d like to eat? I’m still not much of a cook, but Woody and I try different frozen foods I can heat in the oven like lasagna, pot pie—“
“Can you pick up a can of chicken noodle soup and plain crackers at the store? Hot tea sounds good, and maybe I’ll have a little
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