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Chapter 1

Red, White, and Blueberry
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The scent of warm blueberries drifted through Collins Bakery before sunrise.

Eleanor Collins slid a tray of blueberry turnovers onto the cooling rack and stepped back to admire them. Golden pastry layers glistened beneath a light sugar glaze while sweet blueberry filling peeked from carefully folded corners. Steam rose into the warm air of the bakery kitchen, carrying a fragrance that never failed to make her smile.

For a few precious seconds, everything felt peaceful.

Then something bumped her ankle.

Eleanor looked down.

“Toffee.”

The miniature long-haired dachshund stared up at her with hopeful brown eyes.

“You’ve already had breakfast.”

Toffee sat.

“You are not getting a blueberry turnover.”

The dog tilted his head.

“You definitely are not getting a blueberry turnover.”

Toffee’s tail swept back and forth across the floor.

Eleanor laughed despite herself.

At thirty-eight years old, she considered herself a practical woman. She had survived losing both parents, inherited a struggling family bakery, and spent years rebuilding Collins Bakery into one of the most beloved businesses in Christmas Tree, North Carolina.

Yet somehow a twenty-pound dachshund could make her feel guilty for refusing him pastry.

“You know blueberries are not breakfast for little dogs.”

Toffee continued staring.

Eleanor broke off a tiny corner of plain pastry and handed it to him.

“There.”

Toffee accepted the offering and trotted away as though he had won an important negotiation.

“Con artist,” Eleanor muttered affectionately.

The clock above the kitchen door read five-thirty.

In most towns, that would have seemed early.

Not during America 250.

For months, Christmas Tree had been preparing for the nation’s two-hundred-and-fiftieth anniversary celebration. The town council expected record crowds. Hotels were fully booked. Vacation rentals were filled. Even local campgrounds reported waiting lists.

The Fourth of July was still three days away.

The town already looked ready to burst.

Outside the bakery windows, strings of red, white, and blue bunting decorated Main Street. Patriotic banners fluttered from lampposts. Wooden planters overflowed with bright flowers.

Every business in town had joined the celebration.

Even old Mr. Wheeler’s hardware store displayed a giant wooden eagle that looked vaguely irritated.

Eleanor carried another tray toward the front display cases.

Collins Bakery occupied one of the oldest buildings on Main Street.

Wide front windows overlooked the town square.

White painted shelves lined the walls.

Glass display cases showcased pastries, cookies, cakes, and pies.

The bakery had been founded by Eleanor’s grandparents nearly sixty years earlier.

Locals still referred to it simply as “the bakery.”

As though no other bakery existed.

In Christmas Tree, perhaps none did.

The bell above the front door jingled.

Eleanor glanced at the clock.

Five-forty.

Only one customer arrived this early.

Sheriff Caleb Parker stepped inside carrying the morning newspaper.

His broad shoulders nearly filled the doorway.

Sunlight had not fully reached Main Street yet, but Caleb somehow already looked awake.

Eleanor suspected that was unfair.

Some people simply belonged in mornings.

She did not.

Toffee rushed across the floor.

Caleb crouched immediately.

“Morning, partner.”

The dachshund rolled onto his back.

Traitor.

Eleanor folded her arms.

“You came for coffee and my dog.”

Caleb scratched Toffee’s belly.

“In that order.”

“I do not believe you.”

“Smart woman.”

His grin appeared.

Eleanor felt something warm stir in her chest.

Which was irritating.

She had known Caleb for years. The sheriff had become one of her closest friends after her husband’s death. Patient. Dependable. Steady. The sort of man who listened more than he talked.

Lately, she had begun noticing things she had not before.

His smile.

His laugh.

The way he always stopped by the bakery first thing in the morning.

She was trying not to think about that.

Caleb stood.

“You look tired.”

“So do you.”

“I am tired.”

“You just proved my point.”

He laughed.

The sound settled comfortably inside the bakery.

Eleanor poured him coffee.

“Busy night?”

“Very.”

“America 250 problems?”

“America 250 problems.”

She handed him the mug.

“Want to elaborate?”

Caleb took a sip.

“The parade committee argues with the fireworks committee.”

“Again?”

“The fireworks committee argues with the food vendors.”

“Naturally.”

“The food vendors argue with the parade committee.”

Eleanor nodded.

“A perfect circle.”

“Exactly.”

Toffee barked.

Caleb looked down.

“You have anything to add?”

The dachshund barked again.

“He says everyone should calm down and eat pastries,” Eleanor said.

“A reasonable position.”

“That is why we keep him around.”

The bell jingled again.

This time Mabel Jenkins entered.

The seventy-two-year-old bakery assistant carried three shopping bags and enough energy for six people.

“Eleanor!”

“Good morning, Mabel.”

Mabel stopped suddenly.

“You made the blueberry turnovers.”

“I always make blueberry turnovers.”

“Not like these.”

Eleanor blinked.

“What is different?”

Mabel leaned closer.

“I do not know.”

“Helpful.”

“They look extra patriotic.”

“They are pastries.”

Mabel waved a dismissive hand.

“You know what I mean.”

She spotted Caleb.

“Morning, Sheriff.”

“Mabel.”

“You solving crimes today?”

“Hopefully not.”

“That is what they all say.”

Caleb glanced at Eleanor.

“Should I be concerned?”

“Constantly.”

Mabel deposited her bags onto the counter.

“I heard Thomas Whitaker caused another scene yesterday.”

Caleb sighed.

There it was.

The topic everyone eventually reached.

Thomas Whitaker.

Chairman of the America 250 Celebration Committee.

Successful businessman.

Major donor.

Professional irritant.

Eleanor had known Thomas most of her life.

He possessed many admirable qualities.

Humility was not one of them.

“What happened?” she asked.

Mabel lowered her voice despite the bakery being nearly empty.

“He embarrassed Harold Simmons during the historical presentation meeting.”

Caleb’s expression tightened.

Harold Simmons served as the town historian.

At seventy-six, he remembered details about Christmas Tree that nobody else knew.

“Heard that too,” Caleb admitted.

Mabel shook her head.

“Harold spent months preparing that presentation.”

“What was the disagreement about?” Eleanor asked.

“Town history.”

Eleanor frowned.

“How do people argue about history?”

Mabel laughed.

“Oh, honey.”

A fair point.

People argued about everything.

Especially in small towns.

The bell jingled repeatedly over the next hour.

Regular customers arrived.

Construction workers grabbed coffee.

Teachers ordered pastries.

Visitors wandered inside after seeing the patriotic window display.

The bakery filled with conversation.

Eleanor loved mornings like this.

The rhythm.

The energy.

The sense that the town woke up inside these walls.

Around eight o’clock, Thomas Whitaker himself appeared.

The bakery seemed to notice.

Conversations softened.

Eyes followed him.

Thomas was sixty-three, impeccably dressed, and carried himself like a man accustomed to being important.

His silver hair remained perfectly combed.

His navy blazer looked freshly pressed despite the summer heat.

He smiled when he entered.

The smile never quite reached his eyes.

“Morning, Eleanor.”

“Thomas.”

He approached the counter.

“I need two dozen lemon butter cookies.”

“For?”

“A committee meeting.”

Mabel snorted loudly from behind a display case.

Thomas ignored her.

A talent he had perfected over many years.

“They will be ready by noon,” Eleanor said.

“Excellent.”

His gaze swept across the bakery.

“Busy.”

“Tourists.”

“Good for business.”

“It is.”

Thomas nodded.

Then lowered his voice.

“Make sure you are prepared for this weekend.”

“We are.”

“No.”

Something in his tone made Eleanor pause.

“I mean really prepared.”

“What does that mean?”

Thomas hesitated.

For a brief moment, he looked troubled.

Genuinely troubled.

Then the expression disappeared.

“Nothing.”

Eleanor studied him.

“Thomas.”

He smiled again.

The practiced smile.

The public smile.

“Just making conversation.”

But she knew better.

Years of serving customers had taught her when people meant what they said.

And when they did not.

Thomas Whitaker had been about to tell her something.

Something important.

Before he changed his mind.

The bell jingled.

Another customer entered.

Thomas stepped aside.

The moment vanished.

Yet Eleanor found herself watching him as he left the bakery.

He paused outside.

Looked across the town square.

Looked toward Town Hall.

Then continued walking.

Not for the first time.

Not even for the tenth.

He seemed worried.

The realization lingered long after he disappeared from view.

By midmorning, the bakery buzzed with activity.

Orders filled every available counter.

Toffee greeted customers.

Children stopped to pet him.

Tourists took photographs.

The dachshund absorbed attention like sunlight.

At eleven-thirty, a woman Eleanor did not recognize entered the bakery.

She appeared to be in her early forties.

Dark hair.

Expensive clothing.

Tired eyes.

She stood near the display case studying the pastries.

Then she asked quietly, “Excuse me.”

Eleanor approached.

“Can I help you?”

The woman glanced around as though making sure nobody listened.

Then she asked a strange question.

“How well do you know Thomas Whitaker?”

Eleanor blinked.

The question arrived completely out of nowhere.

“Why?”

The woman hesitated.

For several seconds, she seemed unsure whether to continue.

Then she shook her head.

“Never mind.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

She forced a smile.

“I will take six lemon butter cookies.”

Eleanor boxed the order.

The woman paid.

Left.

And took her unanswered question with her.

Mabel appeared beside Eleanor.

“That was odd.”

“Very.”

“You know her?”

“No.”

Mabel watched the woman disappear down Main Street.

“She is hiding something.”

Eleanor laughed softly.

“You got that from thirty seconds?”

“I have lived seventy-two years.”

A fair point.

Mabel tapped the counter.

“People only ask questions like that when trouble is coming.”

Eleanor wanted to dismiss the comment.

Instead, she looked through the front window.

The stranger stood across the street speaking to Thomas Whitaker.

The conversation appeared tense.

Very tense.

Thomas shook his head.

The woman folded her arms.

Neither looked happy.

Then Thomas walked away, leaving the woman standing alone beside the square.

A strange feeling settled in Eleanor’s stomach.

Not fear.

Not exactly.

More like the sensation that something had shifted.

Something important.

The kind of feeling that only made sense later.

Much later.

Outside, patriotic banners fluttered in the summer breeze.

Tourists wandered the sidewalks.

Children laughed near the fountain.

Everything looked cheerful.

Everything looked normal.

Yet as Eleanor watched the unknown woman disappear into the growing crowd, she could not shake the feeling that Christmas Tree was heading toward trouble.

She just did not know how much trouble.

Or how soon it would arrive.
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Chapter 2

Lemon Butter Secrets
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By noon, Collins Bakery had become the unofficial headquarters of Christmas Tree’s America 250 celebration.

Eleanor had not intended for that to happen.

She had intended to sell blueberry turnovers, keep the display case full, finish the committee’s lemon butter cookies, and maybe sit down long enough to drink half a cup of coffee while it was still hot.

Instead, every person connected to the celebration seemed to wander through the bakery doors with an opinion, a complaint, or a secret they were pretending not to carry.

The bell above the door had barely stopped ringing all morning.

Toffee had taken up his post on the round braided rug near the front window, wearing the red, white, and blue bandana Eleanor had tied around his neck after breakfast. He looked patriotic, adorable, and completely unaware that he had become the most photographed creature in town. Every few minutes, a visitor tapped the glass or stepped inside to ask if they could take his picture.

Toffee accepted fame with dignity.

He also accepted crumbs whenever Mabel was not looking.

“Eleanor,” Mabel called from behind the counter, “if that dog gets any rounder, we’ll have to roll him in the parade.”

Toffee lifted his head.

“You heard me,” Mabel said.

The dachshund thumped his tail once, unimpressed.

Eleanor smiled while spreading pale yellow lemon buttercream between two delicate cookies. The cookies were part of the special America 250 bakery menu: buttery, soft, bright with lemon zest, and dusted with sugar so fine it looked like summer frost.

The first tray had already sold out.

The second tray was destined for Thomas Whitaker’s committee meeting at Town Hall.

Or it had been.

Eleanor glanced toward the front window.

Across Main Street, Thomas stood near the steps of Town Hall, talking with Mayor Elaine Porter. Even from a distance, Eleanor could tell the conversation was not pleasant. Thomas had one hand tucked into his blazer pocket and the other gesturing sharply toward Founder’s Park, where workers were setting up the bandstand for the Fourth of July ceremony.

Mayor Porter held her clipboard against her chest like a shield.

Eleanor slowed her movements.

Thomas had been worried that morning. Not irritated. Not arrogant. Worried.

That unsettled her more than she wanted to admit.

A man like Thomas Whitaker did not show fear easily. If he had allowed even a glimpse of it to slip, then something had rattled him badly.

“What are you staring at?” Mabel asked.

“Thomas and the mayor.”

Mabel leaned over to look.

“Well, that explains the storm clouds.”

“It’s sunny.”

“I wasn’t talking about the weather.”

Eleanor placed another finished cookie on the tray. “Do you know the woman who came in earlier? The one who asked about Thomas?”

Mabel’s eyebrows rose. “Still thinking about her?”

“Yes.”

“That means I should be too.”

“I do not know her.”

Mabel wiped her hands on her apron, though there was nothing on them. “Dark hair? Fancy purse? Looked like she wanted to say something but swallowed it instead?”

“That’s the one.”

Mabel’s face shifted in a way Eleanor knew well. It was the expression Mabel wore when a memory had surfaced but refused to come into focus.

“She looked familiar,” Mabel said slowly.

“You said you didn’t know her.”

“I don’t. Familiar and known are not the same thing.”

“That sounds like something Harold Simmons would say during a historical lecture.”

“Harold knows things.”

“Mabel.”

“I’m thinking.” Mabel narrowed her eyes through the window, as if the woman might reappear by sheer force of suspicion. “Maybe she used to come here. Years ago. Or maybe she looks like someone who did.”

Before Eleanor could press further, the bell jingled and Grace Holloway swept in carrying a basket overflowing with miniature American flags, white ribbon, and sprigs of baby’s breath.

Grace owned the flower shop two doors down and had been Eleanor’s closest friend since second grade, when they had gotten in trouble for hiding behind the school library shelves and eating cupcakes from a class party before lunch. Grace had honey-brown hair, a fondness for floral dresses, and the ability to make chaos look decorative.

Today, chaos had clearly gotten the upper hand.

“I need sugar,” Grace announced.

Eleanor pointed to the display case. “Cookie, cupcake, or emotional support turnover?”

“All of them, but I’m starting with the turnover.”

Mabel handed her a napkin. “Bad morning?”

Grace gave a dramatic laugh. “I have arranged flowers for weddings where the bride cried, the groom fainted, and the mother of the bride tried to redesign the entire ceremony twelve minutes before it started. None of that compares to decorating this town for America 250.”

Eleanor placed a blueberry turnover on a plate. “That bad?”

“Worse. Mrs. Pickett says the flowers at the veterans’ memorial are too modern. Mr. Jennings says the flags on the lamp posts are uneven. The mayor wants elegance. Thomas wants grandeur. And Grant Holloway wants everything arranged so his construction company banner shows up in every photograph.”

Eleanor looked up. “Grant is your cousin. I thought you liked him.”

“I do like him. I also know him.”

Mabel made a pleased sound. “Family honesty. Refreshing.”

Grace took a bite of turnover and closed her eyes. “This is heavenly.”

“Toffee thinks so too,” Eleanor said.

Toffee perked up from his rug.

“No,” Eleanor told him.

Grace smiled at the dog. “Poor neglected creature.”

“Do not encourage him.”

“He is clearly wasting away.”

Toffee rolled onto his side as though overcome by hardship.

Mabel pointed at him. “That animal is a born actor.”

Grace lowered her voice after another bite. “Speaking of acting, I saw Rebecca Whitaker this morning.”

Eleanor’s hand stilled over the cookies.

Thomas’s wife, Rebecca, rarely came into Collins Bakery anymore. Years ago, she had been a regular customer. She used to order almond cakes for book club meetings and lemon bars for church luncheons. Then something had changed. She still attended public events, always polished and pleasant, but she carried herself like someone living behind glass.

“Where did you see her?” Eleanor asked.

“Outside Town Hall. She and Thomas were arguing.”

Mabel’s eyes brightened. “About what?”

“I was across the street. I couldn’t hear everything.” Grace glanced toward the door, then continued. “But I heard Rebecca say, ‘You promised it would stay buried.’”

The bakery seemed to grow quieter.

Even the ovens hummed softly in the background.

Eleanor set down the piping bag.

“Are you sure that’s what she said?”

Grace nodded. “I know what I heard.”

Mabel leaned closer. “And what did Thomas say?”

“That I couldn’t hear. But Rebecca looked furious. Not sad. Not frightened. Furious.”

Eleanor’s mind returned to the unknown woman asking how well she knew Thomas. Then to Thomas warning her to be prepared. Then to Mabel saying he had embarrassed Harold Simmons at the historical meeting.

Too many strange moments were collecting around one man.

The bell above the door jingled again.

All three women looked up.

Thomas Whitaker entered.

Conversation at two nearby tables faded.

Thomas carried his usual public confidence, but Eleanor noticed the tightness around his eyes. His gaze flicked over Grace, then Mabel, then Eleanor. For one uncomfortable second, she wondered if he knew they had been discussing him.

“Are the cookies ready?” he asked.

Eleanor slid the finished tray into a white bakery box. “Two dozen lemon butter cookies, as requested.”

Thomas stepped forward, but Toffee suddenly scrambled up from the rug and trotted toward him.

“Toffee,” Eleanor warned.

The dachshund sniffed Thomas’s shoes, then his pant leg, then the leather satchel Thomas carried at his side.

Thomas stiffened.

It was subtle, but Eleanor saw it.

“Toffee,” she said again, softer this time.

The dog ignored her and nudged the satchel with his nose.

Thomas moved it behind his leg.

Mabel’s eyes narrowed.

Grace noticed too.

“Friendly little fellow,” Thomas said, though his voice had gone dry.

“Usually,” Eleanor replied.

Thomas forced a smile and placed money on the counter. “Keep the change.”

“That’s too much.”

“Consider it a donation to the celebration spirit.”

Mabel muttered, “Didn’t know spirit had a price.”

Thomas’s mouth tightened. “Excuse me?”

Eleanor quickly closed the bakery box. “Here you are.”

Thomas accepted it, but instead of leaving, he leaned closer.

“I need to speak with you privately, Eleanor.”

Grace’s eyebrows lifted.

Mabel folded her arms.

Eleanor felt a small prickle along the back of her neck.

“All right,” she said. “We can step into the kitchen.”

Thomas glanced at the customers. “Not here.”

“Then where?”

“The church gardens. Three o’clock.”

Mabel did not even pretend not to listen.

Eleanor studied him carefully. “Thomas, if something is wrong—”

“Three o’clock,” he repeated.

Then he turned and left before she could answer.

For several seconds, no one spoke.

Finally, Grace whispered, “That was not normal.”

“No
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