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      Olivia and her daughter, Vi, planned on a summer road trip across the country, but they end up stuck in Olivia’s childhood home in Grand Arbor Township when their camper van breaks down.

      Good thing there’s a $1000 grand prize in this year’s Grand Arbor Cherry Festival Pie Baking Contest.

      The problem is, somebody is determined to make sure nobody wins.

      Can Olivia find out who’s sabotaging the contest or will this year be the last cherry festival in Grand Arbor?
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      The last thing I expected when I opened the Faulkner Cafe this morning was to find a dead body.

      The morning started out normally enough, with the cafe buzzing with our regular townie customers, university students, and scholars from the college at the heart of Grand Arbor.

      Grand Arbor was a township of around 6,000 people, and aside from the occasional scandal, nothing truly exciting ever happened here. Still, everybody knew everybody else’s business at all times. Even when my parents were in charge, the cafe had always been the place to go to people watch and to catch up on the latest gossip, but now even more so.

      You see, a professor at the university was murdered with a poisoned pastry from my cafe several months ago. Initially, the police suspected that someone working in the cafe added rat poison to the baked goods. Business picked up once the cafe was cleared of any involvement and ever since then, it hadn’t slowed down. Now it seemed that customers came in for the delicious pastries as much as for the chance to witness another murder.

      Like I said, not a lot happens in Grand Arbor.

      All of the tables in the dining room were filled, but the table of three old ladies next to the window at the front of the shop stood out. They each had a bit of aida cloth in a wooden hoop on their laps which they worked on in between sips of coffee and bites of chocolate croissants.

      Even though they looked innocent enough working on their cross-stitch projects, they were not to be underestimated.

      Maude Porter, Trixie Roterman, and Helen Hardgrave were the undisputed queens of gossip in Grand Arbor. They controlled the flow of information through the township grapevine and wielded their power and influence like the geriatric mafia.

      “Any more coffee, ladies?” I lifted the pot of coffee in my hands and motioned toward the empty cups on their table.

      Maude looked up at me from behind her tortoiseshell-colored horn-rimmed glasses. She looked like she stepped straight out of the seventies in her mustard yellow sweater vest. “Oh, yes, please. Thank you, dear.”

      “You look a bit tired, dear. Do you need some help?” Trixie blinked her owlish eyes at me.

      “That’s very kind of you, Miss Roterman, but I’ll be alright. It’ll take some time before I get back into the swing of things.” In my mind, I could see the three of them grilling my customers for the latest gossip while they brought out plates of sweets.

      “You never should have left Grand Arbor for Chicago, Livy. You know, my son used to have the biggest crush on you. We could have been family!” Helen stared at me with her piercing gaze.

      I let out an awkward laugh, scrambling for an exit strategy that wouldn’t seem rude. Helen’s comments always had a way of making me feel like a teenager again.

      “Some service today would be nice.” The loud gruff voice pierced the pleasant murmur of noise in the dining room. Saved by the bell. I mumbled an apology to the ladies and turned in the direction of the voice.

      A tall middle-aged man in a running outfit tapped his hand fingers impatiently on the front counter. I wanted to tell him to wait his turn. He wasn’t the only customer in the cafe.

      Instead, I pasted a wide smile on my face and asked sweetly, “What can I get for you today, sir?”

      He sighed and shook his head. His expression dripped with disdain, as if I’d personally offended him by existing.

      Be nice to the customers, Olivia, I repeated in my head. I wasn’t a confrontational person, but I hated rudeness. This jerk was trying my last nerve. Unfortunately, this brute was also a regular customer who stopped in every morning ever since I took over the cafe from my deceased parents. I couldn’t go around telling off loyal customers even if they were jerks.

      “Yeah, four of each of your raspberry jam, chocolate glazed, and powdered donuts.” He almost jabbed me in the face with his stubby finger as he pointed to the donuts on display behind me. “And hurry up. I don’t have all day. I have a meeting to get to.”

      “Certainly. Just one moment,” I replied.

      I fumed silently as I folded his bakery box and packed his order. In my mind, I pictured myself shoving a whole donut into his mouth until he choked.

      “What the—”

      The man jerked suddenly and shook his leg as if he was trying to dislodge something.

      I heard an excited yelp below the counter and leaned over to see what was causing the commotion. It was Mochi, Carly’s new chocolate Labrador puppy, who was now yapping happily and clambering onto the man’s leg. The man pulled back his leg and made a motion to kick at Mochi.

      “Mochi!” Carly ran out of the kitchen and grabbed her energetic puppy just in time.

      “What kind of coffee shop is this? He better not have rabies! I’ll sue you out of business if I catch anything from that mutt!” His face turned an alarming shade of red and drops of spittle flew from his mouth as he screamed at me.

      “I—I’m sorry, sir. It won’t happen again,” I shot a sideways glance at Carly and motioned that she should take Mochi to the back office before the customer did something violent. She picked up the excited puppy in her arms and gave the rude man a dirty look.

      “Hmmph,” he huffed like a bull.

      Seeing that I wasn’t going to win him over with kindness, I settled for getting rid of him as soon as possible. “That will be twenty even.”

      He slapped a twenty-dollar bill on the counter and left with his box of donuts without so much as a thank you. The bell above the door jangled violently, as if even it couldn’t stand the man’s rudeness. I exhaled through my nose, counting to five like my therapist taught me after my parents’ funeral. The lingering scent of his pungent cologne clashed with the comforting vanilla and chocolate aromas of the cafe. Through the window, I watched him toss the bakery box into his Tesla without a glance. What a waste. Twelve perfect donuts, destined to be devoured without a second thought in some sterile boardroom. I wrung the dish towel between my fingers at the thought.

      “What an ass!” exclaimed Austin. Austin Parma was a townie like myself who was now in charge of running his father’s hardware store. The harsh words were unusual for the gentle giant. His balding head reflected gleamed under the overhead lights and he had a round face with kind features. He was two grades ahead of me in high school, so we weren’t close, but we shared a quiet camaraderie as fellow owners of family businesses on Main Street.

      I shrugged helplessly. “All a part of running a business. What can you do?”

      Austin placed his travel mug on the counter. “Can I get a refill, please?”

      “Of course, Austin.”

      “How’s business?” I asked him while I poured coffee into his mug. Austin ran his family hardware store, Parma Hardware, which was just two doors down from the Faulkner Cafe.

      “It’s been better.” He sighed and rubbed a hand across the back of his neck as if he could scrub off his worries.

      “No thanks to that piece of work.” Austin jerked his head in the direction of the front door where the rude customer just left.

      “I’m just another number on a spreadsheet to him, but he’s going to ruin my business.”

      I shot him a puzzled look. “What do you mean?”

      “You know the new mall on Packard Boulevard?”

      I shook my head. As a bored teenager growing up in Grand Arbor, I always wished for a shopping mall in town, but our township was too small to support a large project like that. Until now.

      Austin sipped at his coffee and leaned on the counter. “That was Edward Banks, founder of Banks Development, the company that owns the mall. You should see it. The place is a soulless collection of corporate big box stores. I can’t compete when they’re selling double the number of Chinese knockoffs for half the price I’m charging for just one item.”

      “You don’t have to worry, Austin. Everybody will still go to Parma Hardware. You know how to fix everything. That’s the kind of service you can’t get at chain stores.”

      He nodded, but he didn’t seem convinced. Austin’s knuckles turned white around his travel mug. “Banks bought out three leases on Main Street last month. Offered the Nguyen’s double their property value if they’d sell the pharmacy by Thanksgiving.” He lowered his voice, though Maude’s hearing aid was definitely angled our way. “You know what’s going in there? A so-called artisanal snack hub, but there’s nobody running the place, the entire kitchen is robotic. It’s basically a fancy vending machine.”

      I nearly dropped the coffee carafe. Grand Arbor Drug was an institution in this town. It was where Mom bought cherry cough drops every winter, where all the kids in town went to buy overflowing bags of candy with their spare change. “But the council voted against chain stores in the historic district.”

      “Not if they provide extraordinary economic benefit to the community.” His laugh tasted bitter, like over-extracted espresso. “Jeremy’s fighting it. He says the increased truck traffic will scare his therapy dogs, but Banks has lawyers who know how to loophole zoning laws.”

      Maude’s voice cut through the hum of the cafe. “That man’s a menace. Mark my words, he’ll be the death of this town.” Her words made my blood run cold, though I couldn’t say why.

      Trixie nodded, her silver curls bobbing. “And the Hendersons’ bookstore. Remember the storytime sessions for the children? Mr. Henderson used to dress as a pirate every Wednesday. Now it’s a cellphone repair shop. No soul, no history, just a place to fix broken screens.”

      Helen’s needle jabbed into the fabric with a little too much force. “And don’t forget the contractors. My nephew worked on the mall project. He said Banks stiffed him on the last payment. Claimed the work wasn’t up to standard, but everyone knew it was just an excuse to save a buck.”

      “Be careful, Olivia. The sharks are moving in and tiny fish like us are going to get swallowed whole.” Shaking his head sadly, Austin picked up his mug and walked out of the cafe.

      I turned his words over and over again in my head. The Parmas had lived in Grand Arbor for generations, just like the Faulkners. Parma Hardware was as much a part of our town’s history as the Faulkner Cafe was. Grand Arbor without the friendly family-owned shops on Main Street wouldn’t be the same.

      Austin was probably just stressed and overwhelmed. There was no way that the people who lived here would abandon our shops in favor of saving a couple of bucks.

      “Hey, Ms. O!” Stacy and Steve Stafford were a brother and sister team that worked in the cafe after school at Grand Arbor High. They were coming in early today since they had a half-day at school. That meant that Carly and I could take a late brunch break away from the cafe and have a picnic in the park.

      “Hey, guys. Everything’s all set. Just keep an eye on the shop and unload the dishwasher when the cycle finishes. Carly and I will be back in an hour.”

      I went back into the kitchen and saw Carly preparing the ham and Swiss cheese and avocado sandwiches for our picnic. She shook her head and a lock of chestnut hair fell in her eye from her chin-length bob. Carly Vitello was my best friend ever since we were both in diapers. While I moved away to Chicago after college, Carly stayed in Grand Arbor and worked in the Faulkner Cafe with my parents.

      Even though it was only the first week of October, the air was already cool and crisp with a bit of morning frost. The sleeves of Carly’s fuzzy purple sweater were rolled up to her elbows and she wore a long white apron to protect her clothes while she worked in the kitchen. I made a note to finish unpacking my winter clothes which were still in moving boxes.

      The back office was next to the kitchen and I peeked through the open door to see that Mochi was secure in his crate.

      “The twins are here. We can head out at any time. I bet Mochi would love a run in the park to burn off all that excess energy.” I helped Carly cut the sandwiches into halves and wrapped them in parchment paper.

      “I’m so sorry about Mochi! Did you have to comp the customer? I don’t know how he got out of his crate. Had I known he would be this much trouble…” She trailed off and chewed her bottom lip.

      My friend tended to be a worrywart and I rushed to calm her anxieties. “It was fine. He paid and then left. You can bring Mochi in with you until he’s older and trained. I wouldn’t expect you to leave your new puppy at home by himself locked in his crate all day.”

      Carly let Mochi out of his crate and attached his leash while I carried our food. “Okay, but maybe I’ll keep him on a leash tomorrow.”

      “Relax, I think everyone else in the cafe got a laugh out of his antics.”

      “G’morning, Olivia, Carly,” greeted Mike, our mailman, as he slipped a couple of envelopes into the mailbox next to the cafe’s front door.

      “Morning, Mike! Busy day?”

      Mailman Mike as we knew him had worked the Main Street route ever since I was a kid. I remembered waiting excitedly for the mail as a kid and Mike would hand the envelopes over to me to give to my parents. As a four-year-old, it felt like the most important job in the world. Mike was almost seventy now and still preferred to work his route instead of retiring.

      Mike patted his heavy mailbag. “Lots of Halloween and Christmas adverts starting this week.”

      “Don’t work too hard, Mike. Stop by sometime for a cup of coffee and donuts. It’s on the house.”

      “Will do, Olivia.”

      Mochi tugged excitedly on his leash and pulled Carly after him. “Nice talking to you, Mike!” she called out as they ran across the street.

      I made my goodbyes and jogged after Carly and her pup.

      The walk to the park took us past Parma Hardware’s display window, where Austin’s late father had once crafted whimsical faces from antique hand tools, delighting generations of schoolchildren. Today, the window held a stark sign: 50% OFF SALE. I frowned. There was no way Austin was going to make a profit at those prices after overhead expenses. I made a mental note to check in with Austin later, maybe we could brainstorm ways to save his store.

      Fallen leaves crunched under our feet as we crossed the grassy knoll into the park. The morning sun caught the bronze plaque on the community bench which read In Memory of Barb & Pat Faulkner. The entire town had pitched in to create the small memorial for my parents, a reminder that my home would always be in Grand Arbor. Mochi strained toward the lake, where a lone fisherman cast his line near the reeds. Beyond him, the sleek glass windows of Arbor Mall dominated the skyline, its garish red logo clashing with the autumn maples. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off, though I couldn’t put my finger on it.
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      By the time we finished our sandwiches, it was past noon. The sun was high in the sky, and the morning chill had turned balmy. It was typical early autumn weather in Michigan and perfect for dozing on the grass. I leaned back on my elbows and basked under the warm afternoon sun. My belly was full and my entire body was relaxed and loose. The weather was the perfect combination of cool with a slight breeze and a bit of warmth from the sun.

      Carly and I had just finished our picnic lunch at the park next to the university quad. While I dozed on the grass, Carly was playing fetch with Mochi. Rather, she was attempting to teach Mochi how to play fetch. Judging by the confused, but happy expression on his face, the pup didn’t seem to understand the concept yet. I watched with amusement as Carly ran back and forth throwing a tennis ball and fetching it herself, mimicking what she wanted Mochi to do.

      “I give up!” Carly huffed in between gasps as she caught her breath.

      She dropped down next to me and I handed her a bottle of water.

      “He’s still young. I know he’ll graduate at the top of his class when puppy training classes finish.” Mochi ran back to our picnic spot and let out a couple of excited yelps in agreement. He flicked his tail back and forth and looked up at me expectantly so I obliged and rubbed his head.

      “Speaking of…I met someone at last night’s class.”

      “Is this a male someone?” I was definitely intrigued. Carly was traditional when it came to relationships and if she felt this someone was worth mentioning to me, then he must have made quite an impression on her.

      She nodded and grinned. “His name’s Kevin and he has a wicked sense of humor. He has a cute Shiba Inu puppy, Molly, and he works as a cameraman for Channel 4 News.” Carly’s cheeks took on a rosy color as she talked about Kevin.

      “You really like him, don’t you?”

      She nodded again. “We’re going out for dinner after class this Thursday. Nothing too fancy. Just coffee. There’s something different about him, Liv, I can just feel it.”

      “I’m really happy for you, Carly, you deserve it.”

      “What about you and Ben?”

      I picked at some imaginary lint on my jeans. “What about Ben?”

      Ben Kemper was our mutual best friend. He was also my high school sweetheart. We had drifted apart after we both moved away from Grand Arbor.

      To my surprise, I found out that I wasn’t the only one who had abandoned life in a busy city in favor of a quiet life in little Grand Arbor. Ben had ditched his high-profile career in New York and moved back here a couple of years ago. He now owned a small workshop making bespoke handcrafted sailboats.

      Carly gave an exasperated sigh and even though I wasn’t looking at her, I knew she was rolling her eyes at me. “You two have been cozy these past couple of weeks.”

      “We’re just friends, Carly. He hasn’t indicated that he wants more than that.”

      “Argh, you two are hopeless. You know that right?” She shoved my shoulder playfully. “It’s the twenty-first century, Liv. The guy doesn’t have to make the first move. You should ask him out.”

      “Maybe—”

      Mochi gave a rapid series of barks and ran away from us toward the bushes and trees at the edge of the park.

      “Mochi, no!” We both sprang up and ran after the mischievous puppy. He had a good head start on us though and disappeared into the thickly overgrown plants.

      “Mochi, come here, boy.” I peered behind a large shrub that smelled like lavender, but he wasn’t there.

      “Let’s split up,” I said to Carly, “I’ll take the left side and you search from the right. We’ll meet in the middle.”

      “Mochi, where are you?” I cooed in a sing-song voice. Thorny plants scratched my arms and low-lying branches whacked my head. My efforts were rewarded when I saw a brown tail waving back and forth over the top of a dried-out bush like a flag.

      “There you are,” I whispered as I knelt down to grab Mochi by the collar. “I found him, Carly. We’re over here!”

      “You scared us, Mochi!” Carly reattached Mochi’s leash and tugged. “We should get back to the cafe.”

      Instead of following us, Mochi pulled on his leash in the opposite direction and barked at the bushes.

      “What’s gotten into you, boy? Come on!” Carly tried again to pull him away.

      He only pulled harder on his leash and barked again before letting out a pitiful whine at the oblivious humans who didn’t understand him.

      “Maybe he smells something in there,” I suggested. As I was barely over five feet tall, I couldn’t see very well into the bushes and since I didn’t want to crawl into the thorny growth, I stood on my tiptoes to get a better look. “I think I see something.”

      “What is it?”

      The area was heavily shaded with trees so I wasn’t sure if my eyes were playing a trick on me, but it looked like a man’s tennis shoe. What stood out to me was that it was still attached to a leg.

      Despite the weakness in my legs and the shiver creeping up my spine, my sense of curiosity won out. I needed to get closer to see who it was. Ignoring the painful pokes of thorny branches, I crept closer to the body.

      It was the surly customer from this morning, Edward Banks. I didn’t need to ask if he was okay or to check if he was breathing. An ice pick protruded from his chest and a puddle of
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