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			“Laura Bradford has done it again. Éclair and Present Danger is filled with interesting, realistic characters and a plot that will keep you turning pages all the way to the sweet reveal at the end. This scrumptious new series is not to be missed.”

			—Paige Shelton, New York Times bestselling author

			“A tasty, twisty tale full of felonies and flavor! Laura Bradford cooks up a delightful cast of characters led by clever amateur sleuth and dessert rescuer Winnie Johnson. The plot is delicious and moves at a swift pace, keeping the reader guessing while frantically turning the pages as Winnie tries to solve the murder of an old friend and make sure that his killer gets his just desserts.”

			—Jenn McKinlay, New York Times bestselling author

			Sweet Relief

			“She’s not moving,” Renee supplied. “The bakery will be.”

			“You’re going to commute?” asked Bridget.

			Again, Renee answered for Winnie. “Nope. The bakery will move . . . literally.”

			“I don’t understand—”

			Winnie turned to Renee and gave her what she hoped was the universal nonverbal sign to shut her mouth. It didn’t work.

			“Winnie is going to start the Emergency Dessert Squad with that ambulance she got from Gertie. And her menu is going to be created around the kind of emergency situations that might prompt a person to need dessert—like menopause, or a broken heart, or a horrible day at work. That sort of thing. We’ve been working on cute dessert titles all morning. Like Hot Flash Fudge Sundae and—”

			Bridget stopped all further explanation from Renee’s mouth with a well-placed hand and turned her undivided attention toward Winnie. “Or like when your neighbor is afraid because an old friend has been murdered?”
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			For Emily. 
If Winnie can do it, so can you.
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			“I’m sorry, could you, um, read that one more time, please?” Winnie Johnson rested her elbows on the edge of Charles Woodward’s desk and willed herself to concentrate. “I’ve been a little scattered these last few weeks, and I think my mind might be playing tricks on me.”

			For a moment, she wasn’t sure he’d heard, but, eventually, he nodded, cleared his throat, and began reading from the semi-tattered paper in his hands.

			“I, Gertrude Redenbacher, being of sound mind and body, do bequest my precious angel, Lovey, to my sweet neighbor, Winnie Johnson. I’m sure, given time, Lovey will come to adore Winnie just as much as I have these last two years.” Charles glanced up, his tired eyes pinning hers. “Are you still with me, Miss Johnson?”

			All she could do was nod, and his focus shifted back down to the paper as she did. “Additionally, having never been blessed with any children of our own, I also must bequest to Winnie my late husband’s beloved vintage ambulance. He may not have finished restoring it to its original grandeur, but it runs, and it will keep Winnie from having to walk to the bakery in the rain.”

			Nope. Her mind wasn’t scattered. She’d heard every last word exactly the same way the first go-round. Only this time, when the attorney’s monotone delivery came to an end, it touched off an almost maniacal laugh track in her head.

			“Miss Johnson? Are you all right?”

			She glanced around the room, her gaze falling on a miniature bonsai tree on the corner of the man’s desk. “Oh, I know what’s going on here . . .” Without waiting for a reply, she reached over, parted each branch, and then moved on to a complete and thorough inspection of the soil in which the tree was planted.

			No camera . . .

			“Miss Johnson, I notarized Gertrude’s wishes myself not more than six months ago.” Charles pulled the pot closer to his chair and brushed the disturbed soil back into place. “Her body was failing her, of course, but her mind was sharp as a tack. This is what she wanted.”

			“Wait.” She fell back against her chair, a new and different laugh making its way past her lips. “Mr. Nelson put you up to this, didn’t he?”

			“Mr. Nelson?” Charles parroted.

			“Yes. Parker Nelson. My downstairs neighbor.” Suddenly, it all added up. Mr. Nelson was always playing tricks on her—whoopee cushions on her porch furniture, toy mice on her steps, even hiding her newspaper in a different place each day. Surely this whole cat-and-ambulance-bequeathing thing was just more of the same. “Okay. You got me.”

			“I got you?”

			“Yes. But how’d he get you to do it?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Mr. Nelson. How’d he get you to read that version instead of the real one?”

			Charles let her finger guide his attention back to the paper on his desk before he pushed back his chair and stood. Then, leaning across the polished mahogany surface, he pressed the intercom button on the side of his phone. “Susan? Could you please bring in Miss Johnson’s items?”

			“I’ll be right in, Mr. Woodward.”

			Releasing the button, he spun the paper around and scooted it across the desk to Winnie. “I’ll need to keep the original, of course, but I’ll see that Susan makes a copy for you before you leave. That way you don’t have to worry about taxes on the vehicle in the event the government should ever question—”

			A door opened behind her, and she turned to see the same kind yet efficient woman who’d whisked Winnie into the attorney’s inner sanctum within moments of her arrival. This time, though, instead of Gertrude’s file and a mug of steaming black coffee, the secretary handed her boss a pair of keys and a brown and white tabby cat who promptly turned and hissed at Winnie.

			*   *   *

			She took a deep breath and yanked open the bakery door, the tower of boxes lined up along the southern wall no different than she’d left it an hour earlier. Likewise, its unassembled counterparts on the opposite wall also remained unchanged.

			“What a difference an hour makes,” Winnie mumbled to no one in particular as she set the cat carrier beside the counter, exchanged her new set of keys for the folded pink apron she’d left behind the counter, and braced herself for the questions that were no more than five seconds away.

			Five . . .

			Four . . .

			Three . . .

			Two . . .

			“Welcome to Delectable Delights, how may I help—Winnie! You’re back! Oh my gosh, how did it go? Are you rich? Can we stay open?” Renee Ballentine did a little jig halfway across the room, her voice dripping with unbridled excitement. “I didn’t bother packing any more boxes because I figured we’d just end up unpacking them the minute you got back, anyway. So? Tell me what happened. And don’t leave anything out.”

			Me-owww . . .

			Renee shoved a wisp of white blond hair behind her ear and looked around. “Did you hear that?”

			Meee-owwwww . . .

			“There it is again!” Renee craned her head to the left and then the right as her emerald-colored eyes surveyed the sidewalk outside the bakery. “It almost sounds like it’s in here with us, doesn’t it?”

			Winnie stared up at the ceiling and weighed her options. She could pretend she didn’t hear anything and let her one and only soon-to-be-let-go employee think psychosis was setting in, she could act shocked to see the cage and the cat, or she could simply share the details of her morning and wallow in any pity that would likely come her way as a result.

			She opted for the latter. “It sounds like it’s coming from inside because it is. And its name is Lovey.”

			“Lovey?”

			“Look, I didn’t name it. I just inherited it. From Gertrude.” She led Renee over to the cage and pointed at the cat. “See?”

			Renee squatted her ample figure atop her three-inch stilettos and peeked inside the cage. “Oh, Winnie, she’s really, really cute.”

			“Cute?”

			“You don’t think so?”

			“It’s hard to think much of anything when she so clearly hates me,” Winnie said.

			“Hates you?”

			“She hisses every single time she even looks at me.”

			“C’mon, Winnie, why would she do that?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe she knows somehow.”

			“Knows?” Renee asked. “Knows what?”

			“That I killed the family goldfish when I was three.”

			Renee laughed. “You killed a goldfish?”

			“Yup. Two of them—Goldie and Silver.”

			“And how did you do that?”

			“I fed them salt.”

			“Salt?”

			Even now, thirty-one years later, she felt the need to explain the actions that had led to her first and only true dalliance with crime. “I’d watched my mom shake the box of food over the tank countless times. It looked neat and like something I wanted to try, too. A saltshaker fit the bill. Next thing I knew, I was attending my first and last toilet-side memorial—as a murderer.” Winnie slumped against the counter and tried not to look at the boxes lining the walls of her dream. Two hours earlier, she’d actually thought there was a chance to keep her doors open. Now, unfortunately, she knew better.

			“So the moral of this story, Lovey, is to be wary of your food, okay?” Renee poked a finger inside the cage, stroked as much of Lovey’s head as she could access, and then looked up at Winnie. “So what else did Gertie leave—”

			The jingle of the door-mounted bell that had alerted them to customers over the past two years brought their collective attention to the front of the store and Renee to her feet.

			“Oh my gosh, oh my gosh, oh my gosh! It’s him,” Renee whispered. “Master Sergeant Hottie.”

			“Good almost afternoon, ladies.”

			Winnie quickly parted company with the wall on which she’d been leaning, her mental eye taking in each and every detail of the man now standing inside her bakery in a standard paramedic uniform. A quick glance pegged him to be in his thirties, though if she had to venture a more specific guess, she’d put him around thirty-eight. A longer look had her noticing his hair (which was cut close at the sides and well shy of his ears), his shape (quite toned), his dimples (capable of causing momentary heart stoppage), and his eyes (the exact color of chocolate melting in the double boiler) . . .

			Renee’s elbow found Winnie’s ribs and brought her back to the present and the odd look now sported on Master Sergeant Hottie’s ruggedly handsome face. “Oh. Yes. Good afternoon. Welcome to Delectable Delights. I’m sorry to say our inventory is a bit low today, but I can promise what we have is still—”

			“Delectable,” Renee interjected. “Get it? Delectable Delights?”

			He closed the gap between them in three long strides only to stop when he noticed the cat carrier. Bending down, he peered inside the cage and was rewarded with a quiet purr for his efforts. “Cute cat. What’s her—or is it his—name?”

			“Her name is Lovey.”

			“Pleased to make your acquaintance, Lovey.” Straightening, Master Sergeant Hottie offered his hand to Renee, and then to Winnie. “I’m Greg. Greg Stevens.”

			She resisted the urge to reach across and wipe the hint of drool from the corner of Renee’s mouth and, instead, shook Greg’s hand. “I’m Winnie Johnson.”

			“You’re new in town, aren’t you?” Renee asked in her usual get-to-the-point way. “A retired army medic, yes?”

			A flash of surprise rolled across Greg’s features only to disappear behind a nod. “That’s right. Moved here about two months ago.” He smiled at Winnie and then pointed out the front window to the vintage ambulance parked across the street. “Is that your ride out there?”

			Renee tried to cover her snort with a well-placed hand, but she was about a second too late. “Winnie doesn’t own a ride. She walks to—”

			“Yes. That’s mine.” She could feel Renee’s eyes burning into the side of her scalp just as surely as she felt the noticeable cooling that came with the woman’s subsequent glance toward the road.

			“Wait. You already bought a car?”

			Ignoring her friend’s question, Winnie captured the end of her mousy brown ponytail between her fingers and kept her focus on Greg. “If someone called to complain about the siren, it was a mistake. I tried to find the blinker, and, well, didn’t.”

			“Siren?” Renee echoed. “What siren?”

			“That’s a 1960 Cadillac Miller-Meteor ambulance. And it appears to be in pretty good shape,” Greg said as he gestured toward the window. “How long have you had it?”

			She turned around, took note of the clock, and then wandered behind the dessert case with a renewed sense of dread. “An hour. Give or take a few minutes on either side.”

			The paramedic’s surprise was back, this time in the form of a raised eyebrow. “Where’d you buy it?” he asked. “I’ve been looking for one of those for almost three years.”

			Renee moved closer to the window, the mental wheels in her head virtually clacking along with the remaining hours Winnie had left as a bakery owner.

			“I inherited it from a dear friend who passed away a few weeks ago.” Winnie peered through the rear access door of the glass-fronted case and then dropped back against the wall. “Now, instead of owning a bakery, I own an ambulance.”

			Renee spun around. “Wait. Are you telling me that Gertie left you an ambulance?”

			“I’m telling you she left me an ambulance and a cat. We must not forget the cat.”

			“And?”

			“That’s it, Renee. Just an ambulance and a cat.”

			“No money?”

			A lump rose inside her throat, making it difficult to speak. Instead, she shook her head and blinked rapidly against the tears that threatened.

			“Oh. Wow.” Renee’s shoulders dropped a good inch or two. “So today really is our last day? For sure?”

			When Winnie didn’t answer, Renee turned to Greg. “Winnie, here, is the most amazing dessert maker on the face of the earth. Every time you think you’ve eaten the greatest treat you’ve ever had, she follows it up with something even better. It’s been her dream since she was a little girl, isn’t that right, Winnie?”

			She tried to shake off the conversation, but Renee barreled on. “You should see her when she’s baking. It’s like this calm comes across her and she slips into her own little world. It’s mesmerizing to watch, really.”

			Greg looked from Winnie to Renee and back again, the lighthearted aura he’d had only moments earlier suddenly gone, as if he sensed he’d walked in on something deep. Renee, of course, prattled on, filling in gaps the man never requested to be filled. “Anyway, the landlord has this crazy notion that Silver Lake is the next up-and-coming town. That people are going to flock here by the hundreds to do God knows what. So, in preparation of such a miracle, he’s raised the rent so high on this shop that we can’t afford to stay here anymore.”

			“So reopen somewhere else,” Greg suggested.

			Winnie liberated an unassembled box from the top of the pile and began to put it together. “There really is nowhere else unless I want to pick up and move.”

			“Which she doesn’t,” Renee said emphatically. “There’d be a mutiny of old people if she did.”

			Greg drew back. “A mutiny of old people?”

			“That’s right. In fact that’s why you’ve probably never seen Winnie around town before. She prefers to hang with folks over seventy. She finds it more fulfilling.”

			Winnie waved Renee off with a tape roll. “It’s not like that. It’s just . . .” She let the words fall away as she realized an explanation didn’t matter. Very few people understood her, least of all men. So really, why bother? “Anyway, if you’d like something from the case, it’s yours for half price. Maybe one day, you can say you had one of the last chocolate soufflés I ever made as a bakery owner.”

			His gaze lingered on hers far longer than necessary before he stepped up, pulled a twenty from his wallet, and set it on the counter. “I’ll take what’s left of the tray. I lost a bet the other day at the station, and the guys have been giving me grief ever since. Maybe if I drop this off for them on my way home, they’ll finally shut their traps.”

			She rested the tape roll on the edge of the counter and plucked the last to-go box from the shelf below the register. With quiet efficiency born from experience, Winnie placed each of the soufflés into the box and handed it to the man. “I hope they stop giving you grief now.”

			“So do I. Though, working with these guys isn’t much different than what my sister went through in middle school. Same maturity level, same drama.” Greg reached into his front pocket, pulled out a notebook and pen, and wrote his name and phone number on the first page. When he was finished, he ripped it out and handed it to Winnie. “I know you’ve got a lot going on right now, but if you think you might be interested in selling that ambulance, give me a call. I’ll make an offer.”

			Winnie folded the paper and shoved it into her back pocket. “I’ll give it some thought.”

			“What’s an ambulance like that worth?” Renee asked as she came to stand beside Winnie. “Enough to keep a bakery going for a few more years?”

			Greg took his box of soufflés and shrugged. “Probably not, I’m afraid.” He retraced his steps back to the door and then stopped to look at Winnie one last time, his warm, chocolate-colored eyes narrowing in on her blue ones. “Even if you decide you don’t want to sell, I’ve been told I’m a pretty good listener on occasion. So if you need a friendly ear, the number will work for that, too.”

			And then he was gone, the odd silence that followed his departure quickly squelched by Renee. “Oooh . . . I think Master Sergeant Hottie likes you!”

			“Because there’s so much to like about a thirty-four-year-old with no job, right?”

			Renee’s face fell. “I’m sorry, Winnie. I’d really hoped that call from Gertie’s attorney would have been the ticket to keeping Delectable Delights open.”

			“Me, too. But hey, maybe it’s time I find a new dream. Something less . . . messy.” Winnie grabbed hold of the box she’d successfully assembled and began loading it with trays and other paraphernalia she’d accumulated over the years, the pain in her heart making it difficult to breathe, let alone think. Still, she trudged on. Stalling the inevitable would change nothing. Her days as a bakery owner were over. “Come on. Let’s get this over with. I’ve got to get Lovey home and fed, and make good on one more order before I hang up my measuring cups and spoons once and for all.”
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			She was halfway up the steps when Parker Nelson, affectionately dubbed Nosy Nelson by all who knew him, poked his head into the hallway below. “Hello? Winnie? Is that you?”

			Part of her wanted to keep going, to let the elderly man’s eyes provide the answer his ears weren’t always capable of catching sans hearing aids, but she couldn’t. It wasn’t Mr. Nelson’s fault her life had just blown up in her face. That honor was hers alone.

			Slowly, she turned, bumping Lovey’s cage against the edge of the step in the process. “Yes, Mr. Nelson. It’s me.”

			“Home a bit early, aren’t you?”

			“Maybe a little, I guess.”

			“Whatcha got there in that cage, Winnie Girl?” Parker held tight to the top of his hand-carved wooden cane with his left hand and pointed to the pet carrier with his right.

			“Gertrude Redenbacher’s cat, Lovey.” She leaned forward, peered into the cage, and was greeted with an exhausted hiss. “Lovey, I believe you’ve probably met Mr. Nelson a time or two. Mr. Nelson, you know Lovey.”

			Lifting his cane off the ground, he gestured for Winnie to follow him into his first-floor apartment. “Well bring her in here and let me have a look at her,” he commanded. “Can’t give her a proper welcome to our home with bars between us, now can I?”

			More than anything she wanted to ignore the invitation and simply go upstairs. If she did, she could rustle through her cabinet for something to sustain a cat until morning, and finally give in to the cry she’d held at bay for most of the afternoon. Then again, if she did as Mr. Nelson asked, she could stave off reality a bit longer . . .

			Sighing, Winnie retraced her path down the stairs and into her housemate’s quarters—a nearly identical layout to her own space with decidedly far more manly touches. She set the carrier on the living room floor and sunk onto the closest end of the plaid settee from which Mr. Nelson viewed the comings and goings on Serenity Lane. Ever the gentleman, he chose the straight-backed chair held together by duct tape.

			Once he was settled with his cane propped against the side of the chair, the elderly man leaned forward, unlatched the pet carrier, and lifted a grateful Lovey to freedom. “I wondered what happened to you after Gertie passed on.”

			She watched with a mixture of awe and dejection as the cat flopped onto the man’s lap and began to purr with reckless abandon. “Charles Woodward’s been holding on to her since the funeral, apparently.”

			“So how’d she end up here? With us?”

			Something about the elderly man’s pronoun choice broke through her funk and solicited her first true smile of the day. Sure, she might feel lost at that moment, even down on her luck in a way she never had before, but she wasn’t alone. That had to count for something, didn’t it?

			“Gertie bequeathed Lovey to me in her will,” Winnie explained. “Lovey and the classic ambulance her late husband was restoring until his death a few years ago. I parked it on the street under that elm tree between our house and Bridget’s.”

			“You’ve got an ambulance parked on the street?”

			“For now, yes.”

			“Then Bridget O’Keefe should be coming through that door any minute, sniffing around for a juicy piece of news she can stick into that gossip column of hers.”

			A gasp from the doorway met his words. “I do not write a gossip column, Parker Nelson! I deliver the news the people of Silver Lake really want to read!” Belying her eighty-year-old legs, the stout, white-haired woman glided across the living room with noticeable ease, planting a kiss on the top of Winnie’s head as she passed. Without waiting for an official invite, their next-door neighbor dropped onto the couch beside Winnie and stared at Lovey through her bifocals. “Since when did you start stealing cats, Parker?”

			“Mr. Nelson didn’t steal Lovey. She’s my cat now.”

			Bridget turned a raised brow in Winnie’s direction. “Your cat?”

			“That’s right. I got the news today.” Winnie wiggled her fingers at the semi-comatose cat across the coffee table and, again, was rewarded for her efforts with a hiss. “Lovey is positively thrilled, can’t you tell?”

			“Gertie always did have a soft spot for you, Winnie,” Mr. Nelson said. “Just like the rest of us, I reckon.”

			A soft grunt off to her right drew Winnie’s focus back to their next-door neighbor and the pen that was feverishly gliding across a small spiral-bound notebook. “I really don’t think Silver Lake cares that I have a cat, Bridget.”

			The woman stopped writing long enough to shake off Winnie’s words and point to the window overlooking Serenity Lane. “They might not care about a cat, but they will surely care about that ambulance parked out on the street. Any thoughts on why it’s here?”

			“To cart you away to the looney bin, perhaps?” Mr. Nelson joked, slapping his knee with such glee Winnie couldn’t help but laugh.

			Bridget turned her infamous stink eye on Parker and then dismissed him entirely to focus, again, on Winnie. “Did you see anything when you came home, dear?”

			“See anything?”

			“You know, an accident, a fall, a seizure?”

			“No. The ambulance is mine, Bridget.”

			Lowering her pen to the notepad, Bridget took hold of Winnie’s hand and squeezed it tightly. “Has your stomach been bothering you, too, dear? Because, let me tell you, mine has been positively awful these last few days. Makes me wonder if I should have a scope done.”

			She rushed to head off Bridget’s latest list of ailments and to set the record straight before a far juicier version of reality surfaced in the next edition of the Silver Lake Herald. “Gertie left the cat and the ambulance to me. In her will.”

			Bridget swapped Winnie’s hand for the pen and began writing once again. “How wonderful, dear. Now you don’t have to walk to work in the rain anymore.”

			Work . . .

			Just like that, any momentary reprieve from her lousiest day ever was gone, the pain she’d managed to shove aside now back with a vengeance. If she wanted pity, if she wanted coddling and hugs, she knew it would be forthcoming from this crew. But as tempting as that was, it was time to take Lovey upstairs and make good, once again, on the promise she’d made to another deceased friend, Ethel Wagner.

			“How’s Bart doing today?” she asked in a not-so-subtle attempt to change the subject.

			Not ones to disappoint whenever the subject of their still-mourning neighbor came up, Bridget opened her mouth to speak but closed it as Mr. Nelson took the floor. “What’s happened to that man is exactly why I never got married. Live with a woman long enough and she’ll steal your soul.”

			“Oh shut up, Parker.” Bridget’s hiss wasn’t unlike Lovey’s, and Winnie found herself marveling at the similarities while simultaneously trying to process the conversation taking shape between her friends. “Bart and Ethel were married for nearly fifty years, Parker. You don’t get over a love like that in six years, let alone six weeks.”

			“Tell that to that nasty little Donovan woman.”

			Winnie leaned forward. “You mean Sissy Donovan down the street?” At Mr. Nelson’s and Bridget’s matching nods, she pressed on. “What happened?”

			Bridget crossed her ankles and sat up straight, keenly aware of her role as neighborhood informant—a responsibility the elderly woman took quite seriously. “This was yesterday, actually, but we didn’t get to tell you because you went to bed early in preparation for your meeting with Gertie’s attorney.”

			Ah yes. Naïveté at its finest . . .

			“Anyway,” Bridget continued, “Bart had just stepped onto the porch with that new young man from the end of the block—you know, the history teacher at the community college . . .”

			“Lance. Lance Reed,” Winnie supplied.

			“That’s right. Lance Reed. For the first time since Ethel’s passing, Bart was actually talking, even smiling, when . . . all of a sudden, on their way back from the bus stop—”

			“Ava ran through Ethel’s flower bed!” Clearly delighted with his information bomb, Mr. Nelson, too, sat up tall.

			“Uh-oh.”

			“Uh-oh is right.” The tall, thin seventy-five-year-old stroked a trembling hand down Lovey’s back, his voice booming off the walls as much for his own auditory benefit as anyone else’s. “I was a sailor in the navy when I was a young man, and even I learned a few new words by the time Bart’s tirade on that child was over.”

			“I take it Sissy witnessed this tirade?”

			Bridget and Mr. Nelson nodded in perfect unison.

			She winced. “Oh. Wow. I don’t know what to say.”

			“You know how Sissy is with that child. Ava can do no wrong. And when she saw me furiously writing in my notebook as everything unfolded, she wasn’t pleased. Not one little bit.” Bridget patted her lap and was openly delighted to see Lovey leave Parker’s in favor of hers. Smiling triumphantly at Winnie’s housemate, the woman continued, her eyes widening with excitement. “But that was only the beginning of things going from bad to worse.”

			“Oh?” Winnie looked from Bridget to Mr. Nelson and back again. When it became clear they were holding out for a more worthy reaction, she upped the ante. “So? Don’t keep me in suspense. What happened?”

			Satisfied, Bridget supplied the rest of the story. “Ava was so surprised that someone was actually yelling at her, she started running. She’d gotten no more than five feet down the sidewalk when she fell and—”

			“Popped a tooth clear out of her mouth!” Parker shouted.

			Not to be undone at the finish line, Bridget added, “There was blood everywhere. And by everywhere, I mean everywhere. Isn’t that right, Parker?”

			Mr. Nelson nodded, forcing Winnie to raise her instinctual “uh-oh” with a loud, sustained groan. “Oh no . . . Ava’s big pageant is this weekend, isn’t it?”

			Again, her elderly neighbors nodded in perfect unison, prompting Winnie to say what was most surely on all of their minds. “I hate to say this, but maybe Bart’s stepson is right. Maybe it’s time for Bart to give up the house. The change of scenery might be good for him.”

			“Can you imagine what would happen to our street if Mark Reilly got his hands on that house?” Having won the ultimate battle for Lovey’s affections, Bridget lifted Lovey from her lap and deposited the cat back in Parker’s. “If he does, I give it two months before Ethel and Bart’s home is turned into one of them gambling casinos or, even worse, a—a . . . brothel!”

			“A pothole?” Mr. Nelson parroted. “How on earth could someone turn a home into a pothole?”

			Winnie shook her head in amusement as Bridget rolled her eyes and repeated her original word at full volume. “I said brothel! Broth-el. Turn on your hearing aids, old man. That, or go get yourself a muzzle.”

			“What was that?” At Bridget’s exasperated eye roll, Mr. Nelson fiddled with his hearing aids and then stared down at the cat, his voice surprisingly quiet. “We’re starting to drop like flies around here, aren’t we? First Ethel, then Gertie, and now maybe even Bart.”

			Winnie stood, walked around the table to Mr. Nelson, and gave him a hug much to Lovey’s chagrin. “If Bart goes, Mr. Nelson, it’s only to an assisted living facility. Not death,” she said, gently.

			“Same thing if you ask me,” he grumbled.

			She hugged him again and then headed toward the hallway and the stairs beyond. When she reached the doorway, she glanced back at her friend. “Mr. Nelson? Could you hang on to Lovey for just a little while longer? It sounds like Bart could use his peach pie sooner rather than later.”

			*   *   *

			Not a Tuesday night went by that Winnie didn’t cross the street to Bart’s home without Ethel’s final request looping its way through her thoughts.

			“Winnie, promise me you’ll bring one of your peach pies to Bart every Tuesday night with a reminder that I love him . . . and that we’ll be together again one day when the time is right? I’d be eternally grateful.”

			She’d made that promise as she sat next to one of the half dozen or so machines tasked with monitoring various aspects of Ethel’s health as her life drew to a close. And it was a promise she’d held true to in the six weeks that had come and gone since Ethel’s final breath.

			At first she’d worried the edible reminder would be too hard on a man already paralyzed by grief. But something about the gesture, and the knowledge that it had been requested by Ethel herself, made it the one moment each week Winnie could count on seeing the man smile.

			This time, though, Winnie couldn’t help but notice the trepidation in her step as she left the porch she shared with Mr. Nelson and headed across the street. Bart was growing increasingly agitated with each passing day. It was an agitation she knew was born of grief, but still . . . If he could feel needed, if he could get back to being Bart, maybe he could stay in the home he’d shared with his beloved Ethel.

			The tricky part was how to make him feel needed when they’d all been living on the same street for years. Bart was an intelligent man. If his help was sought for something bogus, he’d know it in an instant.

			Then again, she had just gotten a cat. Maybe he could help with Lovey . . .

			Or maybe she could use him as a sounding board on what to do with her life in the weeks and months to come . . .

			Better yet, maybe she could ask for his help in planting a flower bed outside the Victorian she shared with Mr. Nelson. After all, she had time on her hands now that the bakery was gone . . .

			She made her way up Bart’s driveway and over to his front porch, the slow, steady breath she needed finally finding its way through her lungs.

			Help him feel needed . . .

			Let him know we all care about him . . .

			Encourage him to live for Ethel . . .

			The plan made perfect sense. Now, all she had to do was execute it.

			She knocked on the navy blue door and waited. When he didn’t answer, she knocked a second and third time.

			No answer.

			Double-checking the driveway for Bart’s car, Winnie tried the doorknob and found it unlocked.

			“Bart?” she called through the now-open door. “Are you here? It’s me—Winnie.”

			When there was still no response, she raised her voice a bit louder in the event he’d fallen asleep in his favorite chair. “Bart? It’s Winnie. I have your special peach pie from Ethel.”

			She stepped all the way into the foyer and closed the door, the click of the lock echoing eerily in a house that was far too quiet.

			“Bart?” Slowly, step-by-step, she made her way down the hallway and into the living room, her gaze skirting the mantel and its plethora of framed photographs artfully arranged around a glass-fronted display case before finally landing on Bart’s empty chair.

			An odd sense of unease skittered up her spine as she returned to the hallway and continued toward the rear of the house, checking the study and the dining room as she passed.

			Maybe he was in the kitchen . . .

			Or sitting out back on the patio . . .

			“Bart? It’s me . . . W—”

			Rounding the corner into the kitchen, she froze, her name morphing into a bloodcurdling scream even Mr. Nelson was sure to hear.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3
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			Breathe in . . .

			Breathe out . . .

			Breathe in . . .

			Breathe out . . .

			Winnie pulled the brown paper bag from her mouth and did her best to muster a reassuring smile for Bridget. “I’m okay. Really.”

			“You say a willow was over his face?” Mr. Nelson shouted from his observation station at the front window. Having secured a prime location to watch the comings and goings of the Silver Lake Police Department and the medical examiner’s office, Winnie’s friend showed no sign of moving anytime in the next century.

			“A pillow, Mr. Nelson. A pillow.” She dropped the bag onto the coffee table and joined her elderly friend in his quest to be in the know. It took a moment, but Winnie managed to pick out the detective who’d grilled her for information upon his arrival on the scene.

			“Why in God’s name would Bart hold a pillow over his own face?”

			“He wouldn’t,” Bridget rasped. “Someone else would.”

			“Bridget?” Winnie glanced over her shoulder toward the couch she’d just vacated. “Are you okay?”

			“How can I be okay? How can any of us be okay with a—a murderer on the loose?” Bridget looked down at her Lovey-topped lap and closed her eyes. “The elderly make perfect victims because we aren’t strong enough to fight back. Particularly those of us with health ailments.”

			“Still thinking you need a scope done?” Mr. Nelson asked.

			Bridget peeked through her lashes then quickly closed them when she saw that she had Winnie’s concern. “I’m convinced I do, Parker. Here I am, chilled to the bone over Bart’s passing, yet my abdomen is strangely warm. My blood must not be flowing properly.”

			Winnie crossed back to the couch and claimed the cushion closest to Bridget. Lovey popped up from her peaceful slumber (against Bridget’s abdomen) and whirled around to glare at Winnie. Her attempts to soothe the feline via a soft pet were met with two short hisses and something that sounded an awful lot like a growl.

			Ahhh, that’s nice . . .

			Giving up, she squeezed Bridget’s hand, instead. “I’m sure the police will figure out who did this to Bart and why.” Yet even as she said the words, she knew the likelihood of them being true was slim to none. The Silver Lake Police Department was small—as in really small, and deduction and logic weren’t their forte.

			Bridget looked up. “Please tell me that Detective Wyatt at least pretended to ask good questions?”

			She cast about for some sort of positive spin she could use to deliver her answer, but there was none. Besides, Bridget was sharp; she knew the drill. “Not really, no.”

			“He asked if he could eat that peach pie, didn’t he?” Mr. Nelson released his hold on the curtain and let it drift back across the window, momentarily inhibiting his view of the action. At Winnie’s nod, he waved his cane in the air. “I hope you didn’t give it to him, Winnie.”

			“How could I say no?” She fidgeted with the hem of her powder blue top and tried to think back on the conversation she’d had with the detective. He’d confirmed that Bart’s door was unlocked . . . he’d asked if she saw anything unusual . . . and he’d asked if Bart could have simply fallen, pulling the pillow with him as he went.

			Rising to her feet once again, Winnie made her way back to the now-unmanned window, her gaze searching for (and finding) Detective Wyatt and the handful of officers who’d arrived on the scene with donut powder on their uniforms. Maybe they’d figure out what happened to Bart; maybe they wouldn’t. Either way, she refused to let Bridget, Mr. Nelson, and the remaining dozen or so elderly folks on Serenity Lane live in fear.

			Besides, it wasn’t like she had anything else to do with her time at the moment.

			“We’re smart,” she said without turning around. “We can figure this out.”

			“Figure what out?” Mr. Nelson hobbled back to his spot next to Winnie.

			“Figure out who did this to Bart.”

			This time, when she looked back at Bridget, she saw hope pushing through the fear—hope that Winnie was right and that she would deliver on her word.

			And she would.

			One way or the other . . .

			*   *   *

			It was ten-thirty by the time she and Lovey finally made it upstairs to their apartment. She was tired, the cat was hissy, and Bridget and Mr. Nelson were safely tucked away behind locked doors in their respective homes.

			Now that Winnie was finally alone (save for Lovey, of course), and able to have the cry she’d been fighting off since she locked the bakery’s door for the very last time, there were no tears.

			Sure, she was still sad—devastated, even. But seeing Bart’s lifeless body stretched across his linoleum kitchen floor and hearing Bridget’s subsequent fear that she or Mr. Nelson could be next had put things in perspective, at least a little.

			Did she still want her bakery back? Without a doubt.

			Was she still at a complete loss for what to do with her life? Head-spinningly so.

			But wallowing did nothing. Baking did.

			From the time Winnie’s line of vision was able to clear the countertop in her mother’s kitchen, she’d loved baking. Her favorite picture books as a pre-reader had been those containing desserts. Once she started reading, she’d shunned the fiction books favored by her peers and devoured every cookbook she could find. In her teens, she’d pushed aside those same cookbooks to experiment with her own flavors and tastes, techniques and presentation.

			Soon, blue ribbons for her pies and cakes at the county fair segued into money prizes and inclusion in several dessert-specific cookbooks and magazines. By the time she was done with college, her destiny was all but certain. A few stints in various bakeries elsewhere in the state eventually led her, and the money she’d managed to sock aside in a drawer, to Silver Lake and her very own bakery, Delectable Delights.

			She reached for the row of canisters beside the sink, measured out two cups of flour, and sifted it into a large mixing bowl. When the flour was as fine as dust, she added salt, shortening, and cold water. With clean hands, she mixed the dough until it was ready to be rolled out across a lightly floured board and then transferred to a waiting pie dish.

			In a different bowl, she mixed sugar, cornstarch, salt, and cinnamon, and sprinkled it over the blueberries Mr. Nelson had picked for her the previous day. Quickly, she scooped the blueberry mixture into the crust, dotted it with butter, and then latticed it with strips of remaining dough.

			As she worked, she could feel the day’s tension slipping away and the rational side of her brain engaging.

			If she had money, she could take a class at the community college. If she had money, she could remain in the two-family house she shared with Mr. Nelson. If she had money, she could—

			The ambulance!

			Winnie slid the pie onto the top rack of the oven and shut the door. Once the timer was set, she crossed to the opposite side of the kitchen and her purse. A quick search of the unzipped center compartment yielded
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