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  Dedication


For the grandmothers, aunts, and family bakers who passed down more than recipes, they passed down standards, stories,

and the unshakeable belief that some things are worth defending.

And for anyone who has ever said, "Nobody makes it like Grandma did," then spent three attempts proving that Grandma was, in fact, irreplaceable.
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  Introduction


There are certain crimes that strike at the heart of civilization: 
•	Art theft from museums
•	Identity fraud
•	Taking someone's parking spot when they clearly had their blinker on
And then there are the crimes that strike at the heart of community:
•	Stealing someone's carefully labeled leftovers from the office fridge
•	"Borrowing" a beloved recipe and claiming it as your own
•	Making off with an entire tray of homemade rugelach that was destined for a Senior Center bake sale
That last one might seem small to you. It did not seem small to Kiki Winestein.
When Kiki discovered that her perfect rugelach, made from her grandmother's sacred recipe, rolled with precision, baked with love, and priced to raise funds for new Senior Center activities, had vanished without a trace, she didn't just get upset.
She got motivated.
Because in Kiki's world:
•	Recipes are family heirlooms
•	Bake sales are serious business
•	And anyone who steals pastry from seniors is capable of absolutely anything
This is the story of what happened when someone crossed that particular line in Maple Grove, and discovered that Kiki Winestein doesn't believe in proportional response.
She believes in justice.
Served with a side of righteous indignation.
And possibly a new spreadsheet.
If you've ever:
•	Defended a family recipe like it was state secrets
•	Gotten emotionally invested in a bake sale
•	Or wondered how much drama could possibly emerge from missing pastries
...you're about to find out that in the right community, with the right matriarch, and the right amount of wounded pride, even rugelach can become the center of a mystery worth solving.
Welcome back to Maple Grove.
The coffee's always on.
The neighbors are always watching.
And the pastries are apparently never safe.







  
  Chapter 1

The Great Pastry Panic


Kiki Winestein had two sacred beliefs: 
1.	Rugelach was a gift from heaven that should never be taken for granted
2.	Anyone who stole rugelach was capable of any crime imaginable
So when she called Sherry at 7:42 on a Tuesday morning, voice shaking with righteous indignation, Sherry knew she was dealing with Situation Number Two.
"They took them," Kiki announced without preamble. "All of them. Every last crumb. This is war."
"Good morning, Ma," Sherry said, putting the phone on speaker so Stan could hear the daily dose of drama. "What exactly was taken?"
"My rugelach!" Kiki cried. "The ones I made for the Senior Center bake sale! The ones with the perfect walnut-to-cinnamon ratio! The ones that sell out in twenty minutes because they represent everything good and pure about my grandmother's recipe!"
"Where were they taken from?" Sherry asked, already reaching for her shoes.
"The Senior Center kitchen," Kiki said. "I dropped them off last night. Twelve perfect rugelach in my special container with my name written on the lid in permanent marker. This morning? Gone. Container returned, but empty. Crumbs scattered like evidence."
Stan looked at Sherry. "Should I start a new spreadsheet?"
"Not yet," she said. "Ma, did you call the police?"
"The police don't understand rugelach," Kiki said dismissively. "This requires someone who appreciates the gravity of pastry theft. Someone who understands that this is about more than thirteen dollars and forty-five cents in bake sale revenue."
"Thirteen forty-five seems very precise," Sherry said.
"I calculate profit margins," Kiki said. "What do you think I am, an amateur?"
"Never," Sherry said quickly. "Have you talked to anyone at the Senior Center? Maybe they were moved. Maybe someone bought them early."
"Mildred was there," Kiki said. "She claims innocence. But she also claims her arthritis prevents her from making decent pastry, which is clearly a lie because I saw her knead pie crust last month like a woman possessed."
"Kiki," Sherry said gently, "accusing Mildred of rugelach theft seems—"
"Necessary," Kiki cut her off. "Because someone in that building has a sweet tooth and loose morals. And I am not letting this slide. Grandmother Rivka's recipe did not survive three generations and two countries to be stolen by a senior citizen with flexible ethics."
Sherry looked at Stan, who was already pulling out a fresh notebook.
"Fine," she said. "We'll come. But we're approaching this like reasonable people, not like pastry vigilantes."
"I make no promises," Kiki said. "Bring Boone. He has a nose for bakery crimes."
She hung up.
Stan wrote at the top of the first page: CASE FILE: THE RUGELACH CAPER.
"You know," he said thoughtfully, "I was just thinking retirement had gotten too peaceful."
"Be careful what you wish for," Sherry replied, locating Boone's leash.
The Maple Grove Senior Center was a low, brick building that had been many things in its lifetime: a community hall, a dance studio, a brief and unsuccessful attempt at a yoga retreat center, and finally, its current incarnation as the social hub for anyone over sixty-five who enjoyed card games, gentle exercise, and complicated gossip.
When they arrived, Kiki was standing in the parking lot like a general surveying a battlefield, wearing a burgundy tracksuit and an expression that could have melted steel.
"About time," she said. "I've been conducting preliminary interviews."
"Ma," Sherry said carefully, "please tell me you haven't been interrogating the seniors."
"I prefer 'gathering intelligence,'" Kiki replied. "And what I've gathered is very suspicious."
Boone trotted over to her, tail wagging. She bent to pat him.
"At least one of you takes crime seriously," she told him.
They walked through the double doors into the main lobby, where several seniors sat in cushioned chairs reading newspapers or pretending to read newspapers while actually listening to conversations at neighboring tables.
The moment Kiki entered, a ripple of awareness moved through the room like a wave in a very sedate pond.
"She's back," someone whispered.
"With reinforcements," someone else added.
"And the dog," a third voice noted with what sounded like approval.
Kiki led them toward the kitchen, which was visible through a large window that allowed staff to monitor the dining area during events. The kitchen door was propped open, and the smell of coffee and industrial-strength floor cleaner drifted out.
"The scene of the crime," Kiki announced dramatically.
Inside the kitchen, Dorothy Chen, the Senior Center coordinator, stood at a metal prep table sorting through containers and plastic bags with the weary expression of someone who had already fielded multiple calls about missing pastries.
"Kiki," Dorothy said without looking up. "I was wondering when you'd be back."
"This is my daughter-in-law, Sherry," Kiki said, as if introducing reinforcements. "And my son-in-law, Stan. And Boone, who is very good with evidence."
Dorothy glanced at Boone. "Does he have any credentials?"
"He solved the sourdough starter case," Kiki said proudly. "And the kombucha conspiracy."
"Of course he did," Dorothy said. She was probably fifty-five, with short gray hair and the kind of patience that came from years of managing community events involving strong-willed seniors. "Kiki, I've checked everywhere. I've asked everyone. Your rugelach container is here, but it was empty when we found it this morning."
"Empty and violated," Kiki said. "Show them the evidence."
Dorothy sighed and reached under the prep table, pulling out a rectangular plastic container with a tight-fitting lid. The container was clearly labeled in Kiki's aggressive handwriting: "KIKI WINESTEIN – RUGELACH – DO NOT TOUCH – YES, THIS MEANS YOU."
"The lid was on," Dorothy said. "But loose. And there were crumbs inside and around the container."
Sherry examined the container. There were indeed crumbs—flaky, golden, aromatic crumbs that still smelled faintly of cinnamon, sugar, and walnuts.
"Someone ate them here," she said. "Recently. The smell's still strong."
Boone sniffed the container and whined softly.
"He recognizes the scent," Kiki said. "He's good with pastry identification."
"Ma," Sherry said, "when exactly did you drop these off?"
"Seven-thirty last night," Kiki said. "I stayed for the monthly meeting about the new exercise equipment. We argued about whether chair yoga counts as cardio. I left at nine-fifteen. Sharon was locking up."
"Sharon?" Stan asked.
"Sharon Molina," Dorothy said. "Evening volunteer coordinator. She's been with us for three years."
"And this morning?" Sherry asked.
"I opened the center at seven," Dorothy said. "The container was on this table, exactly where Kiki left it, but empty. I thought maybe someone had moved the rugelach to the display case for early setup, but..." She gestured toward the dining area, where a long table held various baked goods under clear plastic covers.
"But they weren't there," Sherry finished.
"They weren't anywhere," Dorothy said. "Believe me, I looked. Kiki's rugelach are legendary. If they were here, someone would have mentioned it."
Kiki preened slightly at "legendary," then remembered she was supposed to be outraged.
"Someone with access to this building," she said, "stole grandmother Rivka's rugelach. This is personal."
"Who has access?" Sherry asked Dorothy.
"Staff," Dorothy said. "Volunteers. Board members. And..." She hesitated.
"And?" Stan prompted.
"Some of our regulars have keys," Dorothy admitted. "Long-term volunteers who help with early setup or late cleanup. It's a small group. Very trustworthy."
"Apparently not," Kiki said darkly.
"How many people have keys?" Sherry asked.
Dorothy counted on her fingers. "Sharon, obviously. Margaret Walsh, she runs the book club. Frank Petrosky, he sets up the card tables. Essie Rodriguez, she coordinates the potlucks. And..." Another hesitation.
"And?" Kiki demanded.
"Mildred," Dorothy said quietly. "Mildred has a key."
The room fell silent.
Mildred, of the Senior Center punch explosion, the strong opinions about witch tea, and the insistence that anything new was probably dangerous.
Kiki's eyes narrowed. "I knew it."
"Kiki, we don't know—" Sherry started.
"I know enough," Kiki said. "Mildred Jenkins has means, motive, and a history of food-related drama."
"What motive?" Dorothy asked.
Kiki straightened, clearly having prepared for this question.
"Competition," she said. "Pure and simple. My rugelach sell faster than her snickerdoodles. They raise more money. They get more compliments. She's been side-eyeing my baking for months."
"Side-eyeing isn't illegal," Sherry said gently.
"It's a gateway crime," Kiki replied. "First you side-eye. Then you criticize. Then you steal."
"That's not how crime progression works," Stan said.
"It's exactly how crime progression works in communities with limited supervision and too many opinions about pastry," Kiki shot back.
Boone, meanwhile, had been conducting his own investigation. He'd circled the kitchen twice, sniffing corners and baseboards. Now he stopped near the back door, which led to the employee parking area, and pawed at the floor.
"He's found something," Kiki said, immediately shifting into Discovery Mode.
Sherry crouched beside Boone. On the linoleum near the door was a small pile of crumbs, the same golden, flaky texture as the ones in Kiki's container.
"Trail," she said. "Someone carried food out this way."
She opened the back door and stepped outside. The parking area was small, mostly shadows at this hour, with a dumpster against the back fence and a few scattered leaves dancing in the morning breeze.
But near the door, pressed into a small patch of dirt beside the concrete steps, was a partial footprint.
"Size seven, maybe eight," Stan said, examining it. "Sensible shoe. Low heel."
"Sensible shoe," Kiki repeated ominously. "Who do we know who's obsessed with sensible shoes?"
They all looked at her.
"Mildred," Kiki said with satisfaction. "Mildred Jenkins wears the same beige orthopedic shoes every single day. Size seven and three-quarters. I know because she complained about them for twenty minutes during last month's Medicare discussion."
"Knowing someone's shoe size doesn't make them guilty of rugelach theft," Sherry said.
"It makes them a person of interest," Kiki countered. "And I am very interested in having a conversation with Mildred Jenkins."
Dorothy looked uncomfortable. "Kiki, I can't have you interrogating our members."
"I'm not interrogating," Kiki said. "I'm socializing. With purpose."
Before anyone could stop her, she marched back through the kitchen and into the main dining area, where the Tuesday morning coffee group was slowly assembling around their usual tables.
Sherry, Stan, and Boone hurried after her.
"Mildred!" Kiki called across the room. "I need to speak with you!"
Every head in the room turned.
Mildred, a sturdy woman in her mid-seventies with steel-gray hair and the mentioned beige shoes, looked up from her newspaper with the expression of someone who had been expecting this moment and dreading it in equal measure.
"Good morning, Kiki," she said carefully.
"Is it?" Kiki asked, advancing toward her table. "Is it a good morning when pastries go missing in the night? When containers are returned empty? When crumb trails lead to parking lots?"
The room buzzed with interest. Nothing started a Tuesday morning at the Senior Center quite like live drama.
Mildred set down her newspaper. "I assume you're talking about your rugelach."
"You assume correctly," Kiki said. "And I assume you know something about where they ended up."
"I know they were delicious," Mildred said calmly.
The room gasped.
Kiki's eyes widened. "You admit it!"
"I admit I had one," Mildred said. "Margaret offered me half of hers during coffee yesterday evening. Best rugelach I've tasted in years. Your grandmother's recipe, right?"
"Yesterday evening?" Kiki repeated slowly.
Sherry stepped forward. "Mildred, when exactly did you have rugelach yesterday?"
"Around eight-thirty," Mildred said. "Margaret brought a few pieces from the kitchen. Said someone had left extra and we should enjoy them before they went stale."
"Margaret," Kiki said, turning slowly toward a tall woman with perfectly curled white hair who was suddenly very interested in her coffee cup.
"Margaret Walsh," Stan murmured, consulting his notebook. "Book club coordinator. Has a key."
"Margaret," Kiki said again, louder.
Margaret looked up with the expression of a deer caught not just in headlights, but in headlights with a very angry grandmother behind the wheel.
"Good morning, Kiki," Margaret said weakly.
"Margaret," Kiki said, advancing. "Did you take my rugelach?"
The room held its collective breath.
Margaret's hands fluttered around her coffee cup. "Well," she said, "define 'take.'"







  
  Chapter 2

Senior Center Shenanigans


"Define 'take,'" Kiki repeated with the flat tone of a prosecutor who had just been handed a signed confession. "Margaret Walsh, did you or did you not remove twelve rugelach from my labeled container without permission?" 
Margaret's face flushed pink around her carefully applied powder. "They weren't exactly... unauthorized," she said.
"Were they authorized?" Sherry asked gently, stepping between Kiki and Margaret before her mother-in-law could escalate to full courtroom drama.
"Not... technically," Margaret admitted.
The coffee group leaned in collectively. Mrs. Patterson actually moved her chair closer. Frank Petrosky set down his crossword puzzle. This was better entertainment than anything cable television offered.
"Margaret," Dorothy said from the kitchen doorway, clearly trying to maintain some semblance of order, "maybe we should talk privately."
"No," Kiki said firmly. "Public crimes require public explanations."
"It wasn't a crime," Margaret protested. "It was... sharing."
"Sharing," Kiki said, "requires the consent of the owner. Otherwise it's called stealing."
"Technically," Stan murmured to Sherry, "she's right about that."
Margaret twisted her hands in her lap. "The container wasn't locked. And I thought... well, I assumed..."
"You assumed what?" Kiki demanded.
"That they were for everyone," Margaret said in a rush. "Like samples. You always bring extra for people to try."
"I bring extra," Kiki said, "clearly labeled 'samples.' These were labeled 'bake sale.' With my name. In permanent marker."
"I didn't read the whole label," Margaret said quietly.
"You didn't read 'DO NOT TOUCH'?" Kiki asked incredulously.
"I thought that was... emphatic marketing," Margaret said.
The room rippled with suppressed laughter. Even Boone seemed to be grinning.
Sherry cleared her throat. "Margaret, what exactly happened? From the beginning."
Margaret took a shaky breath. "I stayed late yesterday for the book club planning meeting. Around eight-fifteen, I went to the kitchen for coffee supplies. I saw the container on the prep table."
"And?" Sherry prompted.
"And I... may have opened it. Just to peek. They smelled so wonderful."
"How many did you take?" Kiki asked.
Margaret's voice dropped to a whisper. "All of them."
The room exploded in murmurs.
"ALL OF THEM?" Kiki shrieked.
"I panicked," Margaret said quickly. "I took one, then I thought, 'Well, if I'm taking one, I should take them all so no one else gets tempted.' Like... like harm reduction."
"Harm reduction," Stan repeated slowly.
"And then," Margaret continued, "I shared them with people. Because sharing is caring. I gave two to Mildred when she stopped by for late coffee. I gave three to Frank for his poker game. I took four home for my bridge group. And I... might have eaten the rest."
"Might have," Sherry said.
"Did," Margaret corrected. "I ate the rest. For breakfast. With coffee. They were... they were really exceptional."
Kiki stared at her for a long moment. The entire room seemed to hold its breath.
Then Kiki sat down heavily in the nearest chair.
"Margaret Walsh," she said slowly, "you ate my grandmother's rugelach for breakfast."
"And they were the best breakfast I've had in fifteen years," Margaret said earnestly. "The pastry was flaky but not crumbly. The filling was perfectly balanced. Not too sweet, not too dry. And the walnuts... were they toasted first?"
Despite herself, Kiki looked pleased. "Lightly. Just until fragrant."
"Genius," Margaret said. "Absolutely genius."
The tension in the room began to ebb, replaced by a different kind of energy.
"Ma," Sherry said carefully, "I think this was a misunderstanding."
"A misunderstanding that cost me thirteen dollars and forty-five cents in bake sale revenue," Kiki said.
"I'll pay you back," Margaret said quickly. "Fifteen dollars. With interest. And a formal apology."
"And?" Kiki prompted.
"And I'll help you remake them for next week's sale," Margaret added. "If... if you'd be willing to teach me the recipe."
This, Sherry realized, was the magic question.
Kiki lived for two things: being right and being acknowledged as an expert. Margaret had just handed her both on a silver platter.
"Well," Kiki said, drawing the word out, "I suppose I could share some basic techniques."
"Basic techniques," Margaret said reverently. "Yes, please."
"The dough requires a very specific touch," Kiki continued, warming to her subject. "Too much handling and it becomes tough. Too little and it doesn't hold together properly."
"I've been struggling with pastry forever," Margaret said. "My pie crusts are disasters."
"Pie crust is completely different," Kiki said, leaning forward. "Rugelach dough has cream cheese. It's more forgiving but also more temperamental."
Frank Petrosky looked up from his
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