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			Chapter 1

			

			Winnie Johnson knew it wasn’t polite to stare. She’d been taught that little life lesson when she was no more than three. But when you made your living baking, and your latest creation earned an elevated lip–nostril combination from one of your closest friends, it was hard to look away. “I try to tell myself it will get better—that the next go-round will surely be better than the one before, but it never happens. And I’m not the only one who feels this way, dear. Parker does, as well.” Bridget O’Keefe set her plate on the wicker table beside her favorite rocking chair and raised her eyes to the porch ceiling. “Maybe it really is time to start thinking about heading south to that fancy-schmancy retirement community Louise Rickter moved to last year. I talked to her on the phone just the other day and she’s convinced the warmer weather would do far more for my aching joints than any of my overpriced doctors do.”

			Winnie sucked in her breath so hard and so fast, Lovey lifted her head from her slumber atop Bridget’s lap and hissed. “How long have you been feeling this way? And why on earth didn’t you tell me sooner?”

			“I don’t want to burden you with my ever-growing list of health problems, dear.” Rocking forward on her chair, the eighty-year-old thrust her elbow across the gap between their chairs. “Did I tell you that I may have ankylosing spondylitis? My elbow was absolutely throbbing throughout the night.”

			“I’m pretty sure ankylosing spondylitis has something to do with the spine, not the elbow.” Winnie rose to her feet and made a beeline for the table and the barely touched strawberry shortcake she would have laid odds on in the edible-home-run department.

			A bit too much vanilla, perhaps?

			Maybe a smidge less sugar?

			Bridget returned her hand to the brown and white tabby’s head and slumped her broad shoulders against the back of the chair. “My spine has been a bit creaky lately. . .”

			Grabbing hold of the plate, Winnie hoisted it up to eye level.

			Consistency is good . . .

			Color is spot-on . . .

			The creak of the screen door on the other side of the porch registered in Winnie’s head a split second before her best friend’s giggle and the subsequent moan of appreciation from Winnie’s downstairs neighbor.

			“Winnie? Did you know Mr. Nelson has had a crush on me since the moment he first laid eyes on me behind the counter at Delectable Delights?” Renee Ballentine asked over the click of her stilettos against the wooden floor.

			A host of replies covering a wide range of sarcasm danced across Winnie’s tongue, but in light of the more pressing matters on her plate (both figuratively and literally) she settled on an answer that required the least amount of syllables.

			“Um, duh . . .”

			The clicking built to a crescendo before ceasing completely beside Winnie. “Are you going to keep staring at that strawberry shortcake or are you going to let me give it a try?” Renee asked.

			Slowly, Winnie lowered the plate back to the table in favor of a thorough once-over of the ample-figured woman who was single-handedly responsible for Mr. Nelson’s growing clip-on bow tie collection. Bypassing the cleavage view no doubt being enjoyed by her housemate, Winnie focused, instead, on the emerald green eyes twinkling back at her without a care in the world.

			“Man, you’re good,” she mumbled before crossing her arms in front of her own (and far less endowed) chest. “So how long, exactly, have you been lying to me, too, Renee?”

			Renee ran her red-tipped fingers through her pixie-style haircut and then shook any disheveled strands of white-blond hair back into place with a flick of her head (and a hard swallow from Mr. Nelson). “Did someone forget to eat her pound of sugar today?”

			Bracing her hands atop her hips, Winnie widened what she hoped was an accusatory look to include a bow tie–wearing Mr. Nelson and their ailment-infested next-door neighbor, Bridget. “Did any of you ever think, for even a second, that maybe, just maybe the reason Delectable Delights failed was because you pretended you liked my desserts? And maybe, if you’d told me this, I could have used Gertie’s ambulance for something entirely different like . . .” She cast about for something, anything, to drive home her point, settling finally on the feline gearing up to hiss at her for what had to be the millionth time in little more than four months. “Like an emergency dog spa!”

			In a flash, Bridget’s hands were over Lovey’s ears and Mr. Nelson was caning his way over to the table, his attention no longer on Renee. “What’s going on, Winnie Girl?”

			“This!” Again, she lifted Bridget’s plate off the table, only this time, instead of inspecting it for clues, she brandished it between them. “How many times have you guys gushed over my latest creations, telling me they’re the best thing ever?”

			Sticking his finger in his ear, Mr. Nelson played with the volume on his hearing aid and then made a face at Renee. “The volume appears to be on . . .”

			“It better be.” Winnie flopped onto the chair in front of Mr. Nelson’s chessboard. “Was anything ever good? My Don’t-Be-Blue Berry Pie? My Worry No s’More Bar? My One Smart Cookie? My Hot Flash Fudge Sundae?”

			She stopped, closed her eyes briefly, and then jerked upright on the chair, snapping her fingers at Renee. “I saw your eyes roll back in your head when you tried that Dump (Him) Cake you helped dream up! You were in heaven! There’s no way you could fake that.”

			“Technically, I could,” Renee mused as she clicked her way over to the porch railing. “But considering I lamented the effects of that cake on the scale the next morning, you know I didn’t.”

			“And you!”—Winnie shifted her next snap to indicate a clearly baffled Mr. Nelson—“I’ve caught you eating your way through what was supposed to be a customer’s pie more times than I can count! No one made you do that.”

			Bridget took a moment to address a wide-eyed Lovey. “This is why sleep is so important, little one. People who stay up all night, trying out recipes instead of sleeping, risk going mad. I’ve seen it before. With Hildegard Reeves. She lived on the other side of Silver Lake and routinely gave up sleep to crochet. Needless to say, dear old Hilde spent the last few years of her life under heavy sedation in the loony bin ward of Silver Lake General.”

			“Look at her!”—Renee pointed at Lovey—“It actually looks like she’s nodding along with what Bridget is saying, doesn’t it?”

			“Wit Woes.”

			Winnie turned a wary eye on Mr. Nelson, his mouth full with Bridget’s cast-off strawberry shortcake. “Wit woes?”

			He swallowed. “It does—look like she’s nodding, that is.” He lifted the remaining shortcake to his thinning lips and winked at Winnie. “This is goo-ood, Winnie Girl.”

			“Thirty minutes ago, I’d have believed you, Mr. Nelson. But now, not so much.”

			He stopped chewing and stared at her. “I may be a prankster, Winnie Girl, but I ain’t no liar. Never have been, never will be.”

			“But Bridget said you two are always hoping my desserts get better, but they don’t.” There was no denying the hurt in her voice or the way Mr. Nelson nearly choked on whatever amount of shortcake still remained in his mouth.

			“I said no such thing!” Bridget protested.

			“Yes, you did! You said it as you were rejecting the very same strawberry shortcake Mr. Nelson is eating right now!”

			Bridget’s eyebrows dipped downward in confusion only to return to their normal resting place in short order. “I wasn’t talking about your desserts, dear. I was talking about the summer folks. They seem to have multiplied in number and annoyingness this year.”

			Wiping the back of his weathered hand across his mouth, Mr. Nelson brushed away all lingering remnants of his shortcake. “I couldn’t agree more.”

			“So you haven’t been humoring me about my baking these last two years?” Winnie asked as her gaze darted between Mr. Nelson and Bridget before landing on her slack-jawed employee-turned-friend. “What? It was an honest mistake . . .”

			Renee crossed to Bridget’s rocker, lifted Lovey from the elderly woman’s lap, and then turned the animal so they were eye to eye. “I know Winnie isn’t your favorite person in the world, but I think it’s best if we operate on the assumption that this most recent break in her sanity is a result of Jay being out of town.”

			“Rendezvousing with his famous ex-wife, no less,” Bridget added.

			“The famous ex-wife his daughter requested to see . . .” Mr. Nelson’s hand came down on Winnie’s shoulder and squeezed ever so gently. “Jay Morgan knows what he has in you, Winnie Girl. I’m as certain of that as I am that your strawberry shortcake just now was the best strawberry shortcake I think I’ve ever eaten.”

			Blinking against the sudden and equally unwelcome mist in her eyes, Winnie smiled up at him. “Thanks, Mr. Nelson. On both counts. And I’m sorry I accused you of lying about my desserts. I guess I jumped to conclusions.”

			“Nothing you can’t fix with another one of them shortcakes.” Mr. Nelson removed his hand from her shoulder and lowered himself onto the rocking chair next to Bridget’s. “So what did I miss about the summer folks?”

			Bridget stopped rocking and, in a move belying her age and her oft-reported ailing health, jumped to her feet. “They’re back. Isn’t that enough?”

			Mr. Nelson nodded.

			“Last night, after I picked Ty up at Bob’s, we stopped at that ice cream stand out by the lake.” Renee tucked Lovey into the crook of her arm and leaned back against the porch railing. “One of them was out there, too. Just sitting on the shoreline skipping rocks.”

			“One of them?” Winnie echoed.

			“The summer people. Only this one was super good-looking.”

			Hope pulled Winnie forward in her chair. “Did you talk to him?”

			The single mom who turned more heads than the promise of free candy, shrugged. “Ty was curious about what this guy was doing. So, he wandered over to the shoreline with a few rocks of his own and tried to make them skip, too. Mystery Hunk watched him a few times and then showed him how to do it right.”

			“That sounds promising. . .”

			“If he’d actually said something, maybe. But he didn’t.” Renee exhaled dramatically, the sudden rush of air making Lovey’s ear flick in response. “Ty, of course, didn’t care. He learned how to skip a rock. But when everything I said to the guy—from Wow, you’re good at that, to Thanks for making my son smile—was met with a single nod of his head or a quick hand to his chest, I have to assume he wasn’t interested.”

			“Did he have eyes?” Mr. Nelson asked.

			“Yup. Two. And they were a real pretty charcoal color.”

			Mr. Nelson surveyed the now-empty plate in front of him and shrugged. “Musta been a blind, charcoal-eyed mute. Only thing that makes sense about that story.”

			“Winnie, have I told you how much I love this man?” Renee gushed.

			Before Winnie could respond, or offer Mr. Nelson a cool drink of water to counteract his sudden panting, she heard her kitchen phone ring once through the open upstairs windows. Less than a second later, the sound morphed into a vibration inside her back pocket, and she reached for the device. A quick check of the screen revealed an unknown number.

			“Hello?”

			A brief hesitation gave way to a female voice. “Oh, I’m sorry, I was trying to reach the Emergency Dessert Squad. I must have misdialed—”

			Winnie sat up tall. “No. You didn’t misdial. This is the Emergency Dessert Squad. How can I help . . .” Her words petered off as the object of Mr. Nelson’s affection set Lovey down on the porch and clapped her hands.

			“You’re saying it wrong,” Renee whispered.

			Oh. Right.

			Winnie cleared her throat and began again. “You’ve reached the Emergency Dessert Squad, please state your emergency.”

			“This is Sally Dearfield out at Silver Lake Artists’ Retreat. I’d like to place five separate orders to be delivered to our current residents around noon on Monday.”

			“We can do that.” She saw a pen-topped notebook sliding across the table toward her free hand and mouthed a thank-you at Renee. “Have you had a chance to look at our list of rescue desserts?”

			“I have, but it mentions on your website that you can also customize to the customer. Is that true?”

			Winnie opened the notebook to the first blank page and readied the pen. “Of course. I’ll just need a little information about each customer, as well as specifics on their ailment or problem. If you know a little bit about their taste in f lavors, that’s always helpful. Oh, and I’ll need to know if there are any allergies I should work around.”

			“No allergies. As for the recipients, there is a poet, a magician, a mime, a comedian, and a puppeteer.”

			“And each of their issues?” she asked, even as the creative side of her brain began to mull over a slew of possible flavor combinations and the forms each could take. “I mean, the reason they need to be rescued?”

			“The potential end to their careers, for starters.”

			Winnie stopped writing. “So you want these to be motivational in nature?”

			“I’m hoping the prospect of being penniless and publicly mortified is all the motivation they really need. But a clever little rescue dessert for their respective craft certainly can’t hurt. Especially if it’s timed just right.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			

			Leaning back against the center island, Winnie took in the faces assembled around her kitchen table. Bridget, who’d claimed the head chair, was detailing, to no one in particular, the reason behind her most recent wince. Lovey was half licking, half watching from her nearby windowsill hammock. Mr. Nelson kept shifting in his seat in the hopes of securing the best view of Renee. And Renee, in turn, was sending a not-so-occasional glance in the direction of the dark-haired thirty-eight-year-old seated at the far end of the table, seemingly oblivious to all but the last piece of apple pie on his plate.

			“I tell you, Winnie, you should have a show on television.” Greg Stevens forked up the pie’s remains and lifted it to his lips, stopping just shy of inhaling it the way he had every other bite to that point. “There’s no way the stuff on that dessert channel is as good as your stuff. No way, no how.”

			Winnie savored the momentary surge of pleasure that always accompanied such praise and then shrugged it away as her more modest side dictated. “Thanks, Greg.”

			“No. Thank you.” Greg, aka Master Sergeant Hottie, as he was known throughout Silver Lake, swallowed the last bite and pushed the plate into the center of the table, eliciting what sounded like a moan of pleasure from Renee as he did. “So what’s up? Why did you call us here on a Sunday afternoon?”

			“So you can brainstorm a few dessert names with me.”

			Renee took one last longing look at Greg’s toned upper arms and slowly brought her focus onto Winnie. “Is this about that call you took out on the porch yesterday? The one from the artists’ retreat?”

			“It is.”

			“You have quite an extensive menu as it is, dear,” Bridget reminded.

			“For now, I suppose. But Sally Dearfield, the woman I spoke to, wasn’t terribly specific about what she wanted beyond, perhaps, a motivational twist.” Winnie plucked the printout from the center of the island and gave it a little wave. “However, she did e-mail me some information about each of the recipients along with the name of the respective cottage he or she is staying in for delivery purposes.”

			Pulling the page close, she began to read aloud. “First, there’s Colin Norton. He’s a poet.” She looked over at the table and the four pairs of eyes trained on hers. “So I’m thinking something with a deadline. Or maybe a nod to writer’s block.”

			“You could do something with a block of fudge, perhaps,” Bridget suggested.

			“That’s certainly something we can play with.” Winnie returned her attention to the paper and the next name on the list. “Then there’s Todd Ritter. He’s a magician.”

			Renee clapped her hands. “Tricks! Rabbits! Poof!”

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa . . . Let me tell you about everyone else before we start throwing around ideas, okay?” Winnie moved on to the third line. “And then we’ve got George Watkins.”

			“George Hawkins? I know a George Hawkins.” Mr. Nelson ran his crooked fingers along his stubbled jawline before bringing his hand down to the table with a thump. “But George ain’t got any teeth on account of pickin’ one too many fights at the VFW hall over the years.”

			Winnie stifled the urge to laugh, and instead tapped her finger to her ear and waited. Then, when Mr. Nelson had adjusted the volume on his hearing aid, she repeated the name. “This man’s name is George Watkins, Mr. Nelson. He’s a mime.”

			“A mime?” Greg echoed. “Seriously?”

			“That’s what it says in Sally’s e-mail.”

			“I think it would be mighty difficult to be involved with a mime,” Bridget mused.

			Mr. Nelson practically choked on his laugh. “See, now I think a mime would be a perfect mate for you, Bridget. After all, it’s not like anyone can ever get a word in edgewise around you, anyway.”

			“Oh snap!”

			Bridget shifted her glare from Mr. Nelson to Renee and back.

			Uh-oh.

			“Moving right along . . .” Winnie dropped her gaze back down to the paper and the final two names on the e-mailed list. “There’s Abby Thompson, a puppeteer, and Ned Masterson, a comedian.”

			Greg pushed back his chair, rose to his feet, and wandered over to Lovey’s windowsill hammock. “Can you do something with a funny bone for the comedian, maybe?” He scratched Lovey behind the ears and then moved on to the area on both sides of the cat’s spine. “You know, maybe tie it in to a break somehow?”

			“Hmmmm . . .” Winnie carried the paper over to the table and swapped it for her idea book and its accompanying pen. “Maybe what we should do is brainstorm words for each artist. Perhaps one of those words will lead us to the right dessert.”

			Opening the notebook to the first clean page she could find, she brought the focus back to Colin Norton, the poet. “So what words come to mind when you think of a poet?”

			“Rhyming!” Renee offered.

			Bridget nodded. “Short!”

			“How about haiku?” Greg gave Lovey one last scratch between the ears and then stretched his arms above his head. “Man, I was so bad at those in school. I spent way too much time clapping out syllables rather than actually trying to write anything coherent.”

			“Wait. What about meter?” Bridget suggested.

			“And the writer’s block idea you mentioned earlier—don’t forget that.” Renee reached across the table, plucked the pen and notebook from Winnie’s hand, and took over writing duties. “Anyone have any dessert ideas we can springboard off short, rhyming, haiku, meter, or writer’s block?”

			“We could do Go Away, Writer’s Block of Fudge or . . .” Winnie stood, walked two feet, and spun around. “I know! I could make a s’more-flavored fudge and we could call it—”

			“No s’More Writer’s Block of Fudge!” Greg and Bridget said in unison.

			Winnie laughed and then pointed at Renee and the notebook. “Put that one down for now. It’s certainly a strong contender for our resident poet, Colin Norton.”

			“Who’s next?” Bridget asked.

			Winnie consulted the e-mail and then made her way back to the table. “Todd Ritter. Our magician. So go ahead, start shouting out words . . .”

			“Tricks!” Renee shouted. “Rabbits!”

			“Top hat!”

			Winnie nodded at Greg and then smiled at her housemate. “Mr. Nelson? Any thoughts from you?”

			“Now you see ’em, now you don’t.”

			Bridget exhaled her frustration loud enough for everyone to hear. “And how on earth is Winnie supposed to work that into a dessert, Parker?”

			“If she can work a rabbit into a dessert, she can work a sleight of hand into a dessert, too.” Mr. Nelson stuck his finger in his ear and looked up at Winnie. “You think, with the way technology is explodin’, that maybe these hearing-aid folks could finally come up with a way to let people like me block out specific voices?”

			Winnie started to laugh but stopped as the man’s words hit their mark. “Wait—sleight of hand! That’s it!”

			Resting the pen atop the notebook, Renee cocked her head in such a way as to afford a quick view of Mr. Nelson, Bridget, and Greg all at the same time. “Brace yourselves, everyone. Winnie is about to blow.”

			“No. No. This is great. I can make Sleight of Hand Pies! And I can fill them with all sorts of different things—apples, cherries, blueberry, lemon, whatever. The possibilities are endless, quite frankly.”

			“I called it, didn’t I?” Renee mused as she retrieved her pen and began to write.

			Greg joined Winnie over by the island. “You could also do something with hand pies for the mime, you know.”

			“Yes, let’s move on to the mime.” A quick check of the printout refreshed her memory on the name—George Watkins. “Mime . . . mime . . . Anyone?”

			“Waves hands!” Renee suggested.

			Bridget wrapped her fingers around her empty coffee mug and pulled it against her chest. “Quiet. Silent.”

			“Hold on a minute, Winnie Girl. Greg makes a good point. If you’re making hand pies for the magician fella, why can’t you make some extras and give them to the mime?” Mr. Nelson pulled his ball cap off and scratched the top of his head. “And if you decided to make some of them snickerdoodle pies like you made me for my birthday last year, I’d be willing to take any leftovers off your hands.”

			“Ever the philanthropist,” Bridget mumbled.

			Greg pointed at the refrigerator and, at Winnie’s nod, helped himself to a can of soda. “I think you should save anything snickerdoodle-related for the comedian. It fits better.”

			“The comedian?” Renee looked up from the notebook and blinked (doelike) in Greg’s general direction. “Why?”

			“You know . . . the snickers part.”

			Winnie did a little jig where she stood. “Yes! Yes! When in Doubt, Go for Snicker-Doodles! Or . . . maybe . . . It’s All About the Giggles and the Snicker-Doodles . . . or—”

			“Your Jokes Make Me Snicker-Doodle,” Greg said as he lifted the soda can to his lips and took another sip.

			“That’s it! Perfect!” Winnie pointed to Renee. “Write that one down exactly the way Greg said it.”

			Renee started to write but looked up at Winnie instead. “So you want me to put that under the comedian instead of the mime?”

			“Yup.” Winnie stopped jigging long enough to consult her printout and the last name on the list. “The snickerdoodles are for Ned Masterson.”

			“Ned Masterson?”

			“That’s the comedian’s name.”

			“Oh. Okay.” Renee jotted the dessert name down and then shifted back in her seat, robbing Mr. Nelson of his carefully arranged cleavage view. “But now we still don’t have anything for the mime.”

			“Let’s put him on hold for a little while and move on to the puppeteer.” Again, Winnie checked the printout. “Abby Thompson.”

			“Marionettes!”

			Renee pointed her pen at Bridget and added, “Strings! Paper bags! Socks!”

			Strings . . .

			Running her finger down the list, Winnie paused next to Abby’s name.

			No allergies . . .

			Prefers low sugar . . .

			“I know. I’ll go with string cheese—quartered and rolled in a variety of things like hazelnut, peanut butter, jimmies, nuts, or whatever, and we can call it, World on a String-Cheese Treats or Never Let ’Em See the String-Cheese Treats.”

			Greg lowered his soda can in favor of a hearty laugh that echoed around the kitchen. “I like Never Let ’Em See the String-Cheese Treats. Too funny.”

			“You think?”

			“Definitely.”

			Mr. Nelson snapped his fingers and gestured toward the notebook in front of Renee. “Might want to lean forward again and write that one down, pretty lady.”

			It was Winnie’s turn to laugh as Renee folded herself back over the notebook and into Mr. Nelson’s preferred sight range. A glance at Greg netted a visual match to her own amusement.

			“So are you done with us, Winnie?”

			She turned her focus toward the not-so-amused Bridget. “I am. But you guys were all amazing. I couldn’t have come up with these names without you.”

			Renee dropped her pen onto the notebook and rose to her feet. “That’s not true and we all know it. But this was still fun. Gave me something to do while Ty is with Bob for the day.”

			“Trust me, everyone’s input was invaluable. Always is.”

			Pulling his cane out from its holding spot beneath the table, Mr. Nelson mirrored Renee’s movement toward the door and then paused to glance back at Winnie. “When you’re deciding on your fillings for those hand pies, remember to stay away from blackberries. You don’t need any more dead bodies on your hands, Winnie Girl. It’s not good for business.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			

			Winnie slowed the Dessert Squad to a stop at the traffic light and shifted her focus from the road to the passenger seat. “I have to say, it’s a little weird having someone other than just Lovey sitting up here in the cab with me.”

			“Trust me, it’s weird for me, too.” Renee pulled her hand off Lovey’s back and gave her fingernails a thorough once-over. “Usually when you head out on a call, I clean up the kitchen and then man the phones while either watching television or the goings-on out on the street.”

			Winnie’s answering laugh yielded a sleepy hiss from Lovey. “You say that like Serenity Lane is a hot bevy of entertainment.”

			“Because it is!” Renee stopping fawning over her latest choice in nail color and widened her eyes on Winnie. “I used to think your neighbor Cornelia Wright was so focused on walking that little sheltie of hers that she simply wasn’t aware of Harold Jenkins following along behind her on his electric scooter thingy. But not only is she aware he’s back there, I think she’s actually throwing out the bread crumbs for him to follow.”

			The light changed from red to green and Winnie moved her foot to the gas pedal. “I’m pretty sure Cornelia isn’t the bread-baking type.”

			“Ha. Ha.” Renee brought her hand back down to Lovey and ran it along the feline’s back. “Seriously though. What woman wears a pencil skirt and heels to walk her dog? And who stops to check their lipstick while walking said dog?”

			“You would,” Winnie pointed out, grinning. “If you had a dog, of course.”

			“If I knew Master Sergeant Hottie was following me—yes. And therein lies my point.”

			It made sense. It really did. Still, though, Winnie wasn’t entirely convinced Renee’s summation was correct. Cornelia Wright seemed perfectly content with her beloved little dog, Con-Man. And really, Harold Jenkins? The man wore f lannel twenty-four/seven . . .

			Shaking her head, she made herself focus on the task at hand. Or, rather, tasks. “Okay, so what’s the next direction? I know we head around the lake, but beyond that, I’m not a hundred percent sure.”

			“Take the road that skirts the northern edge of the lake to the first gravel lane after the public-access parking lot. It should be on our left.” Renee lowered the passenger side window halfway and lifted her chin to its answering summer breeze. “So did you talk to Mr. Wonderful at all this weekend? Has he seen her yet?”

			More than anything, Winnie wanted to pretend she didn’t know who or what Renee was talking about. But she couldn’t. Besides, maybe Renee could offer a fresh take she, herself, had been unable to see thus far.

			“Jay called briefly last night as I was getting ready for bed,” said Winnie.

			“And?”

			“He and Caroline arrived at the hotel around five o’clock our time.”

			“And?”

			“The flight went okay from what I could tell. Caroline was in the room with him so I’m not sure if I was getting the whole story or a watered-down version.”

			Renee sighed. “Of course it wouldn’t even enter the little diva’s brain to give you two a few minutes alone, right? Or perhaps it did and that’s why she stayed put.”

			“Anyway, not more than five minutes into our conversation, Didi texted Jay to tell him she was in a limo outside the hotel’s front door. So he had to get off and, you know, deal with all of that.”

			“It still bothers me that eleven years have gone by since that sorry excuse for a mother walked out on Caroline and now, suddenly, Caroline feels this urgent need to reconnect with her? I mean, c’mon.” Renee scrunched her perfectly proportioned nose at the brown and white tabby purring peacefully in her lap. “Something smells pretty bad in all of this, doesn’t it, Lovey?”

			Winnie passed the lake on her side of the car and then turned left. Renee’s words were not much different from the ones that had been playing in her own head as Jay had ended the call the previous night. Still, she needed to step back. To entertain all aspects. “I—I think it makes sense. High school isn’t for sissies—we both know this. And while Jay is an amazing dad, I’m sure there are things Caroline would rather bounce off her mom.”

			“Didi Evans stopped being that kid’s mom the day she walked out of her life,” Renee argued. “Why Caroline can’t see that blows my mind. Then again, why she’d want to mess with her dad’s happiness blows my mind even more.”

			Renee was right. Caroline’s timing was most definitely suspect. Especially when it came on the heels of Jay really stepping up his game where his and Winnie’s relationship was concerned.

			“Maybe you’re right,” Winnie conceded. “Maybe there is something less than innocent behind Caroline’s sudden longing to see her mother. But even if there is, it shouldn’t have any bearing on my relationship with Jay.”

			At Renee’s prolonged silence, she checked the rearview mirror and then slowed the Dessert Squad to a near crawl. “What aren’t you saying, Renee?”

			“Just the kind of things newly divorced women tend to think in situations like this, which, translated, means nothing you should worry your dessert-naming brain over.” Renee waved her hand in the space between them and then pointed toward a sizable gap in the trees just beyond the public access parking lot. “See that over there? I think that’s our turnoff.”

			Winnie followed the path indicated by Renee’s finger and slowly piloted the ambulance onto the gravel lane. Part of her wanted to know what her newly divorced friend was thinking on the subject of Jay, but the part of her that loved what she did for a living knew it was time to focus on the day’s rescues. Like her emergency Dessert Squad, Silver Lake Artists’ Retreat was a fairly new enterprise in town. If Sally was pleased with Winnie’s assorted dessert rescues, it could spell more business in the future . . .

			“Are you ready for your first, second, third, fourth, and fifth rescues?” she asked as they bounced from one gravelly rut to another.

			Renee released a cheerleader-esque squeal that perked Lovey’s ears upright. “Yes! But what do I do? Do I push the gurney? Do you need me to hang the frosting bag on the IV pole?”

			“Just follow behind Lovey, she’ll show you what to do.”

			“Seriously?”

			“You doubt me?” Winnie countered.

			“No, but . . .”

			Winnie slowed to a stop as they reached the first in a row of rustic cabins. “Okay . . . According to the number on the door right there, this is cabin number one. Who did Sally say was assigned to this one?”

			“I’ll tell you in one second.” Renee smoothed Sally’s e-mail across the portion of her lap not covered by Lovey and ran her finger past the details of each artist to the specifics on their accommodations. “It looks like this is Ned Masterson—the comedian.”

			“So Your Jokes Make Me Snicker-Doodles are up at bat.” Winnie shifted the ambulance into park and smiled at her best friend and employee. “You ready?”

			“You bet I am.”

			•   •   •

			They were just heading out of the fourth cottage with Lovey in tow when Renee grabbed hold of Winnie’s arm—hard.

			“Whoa. Watch those talons, my friend. They’re lethal.”

			Renee brought her lips to within exhale range of Winnie’s ear. “It’s him!”

			Halting the gurney midway down the walkway, Winnie looked left and right. “Who?”

			“The supercute guy from the lake the other night.”

			When she spotted nothing resembling a human, she widened her visual range to include the pathway that ran behind the cottages. Sure enough, a man Winnie judged to be in his midthirties was making his way toward the retreat’s main building, his head dipped down, his hands jammed into the front pockets of his jeans. “You mean the rock skipper who never spoke?”

			“Yes!” Renee shout-whispered. “Isn’t he gorgeous?”

			“I can’t really tell. He’s moving rather fast.”

			“Well, he is. His eyes are almost a charcoal gray and his hair has this playful little swoop in the front.” Renee followed him with her gaze until he was completely out of sight and then turned back to Winnie and sighed. “I swear, it took everything I had not to walk over to him and run my hands through his hair that night.”

			“I bet that would have gotten him talking . . .” Winnie smacked her hand over her mouth only to let it slide down to her chest as she began to laugh. “Oh my gosh, this is too funny.”

			Renee’s slightly overwaxed left eyebrow arched upward. “What is?”

			“You described him the other day as tall, dark, and brooding. But he wasn’t brooding at all.”

			“How do you know?” Renee asked, bringing her hands to her hips. “You weren’t there.”

			“But he’s here. At the artists’ retreat. And if I’m right, we caught him as he was leaving the back door of cabin number five.”

			“So?”

			She pulled Sally’s e-mail from inside the packet and turned it so Renee could see the name residing just below her fingertip. “That’s George Watkins. He’s the mime.”

			“Noooo.”

			“Oh yes. In fact, I’d bet”—Winnie waved the paper at the shelf beneath the gurney—“Lovey, here on it.”

			Hisss . . .

			“But why didn’t he talk at the lake?” Renee protested. “He wasn’t performing.”

			Winnie stuck her tongue out at her bequeathed cat and then continued pushing the gurney toward the Dessert Squad parked at the end of the sidewalk. “I guess he was just practicing. Like I do every time I experiment with a new combination of flavors.”

			Renee’s shoulders drooped. “So he’s not going to be in his cabin for his rescue, either?”

			When Winnie reached the ambulance she pushed the gurney around to the back and opened the gate. “You heard what Sally said when I called her from outside the comedian’s place. Just set the dessert inside on the table and move on.”

			“But what’s the fun in that?” Slowly, Renee headed down the walkway toward Winnie, her stilettos making soft clicking sounds against the concrete. “She could call a regular bakery for that.”

			“Bite your tongue.”

			“Well, she could . . .”

			Winnie waved off her friend’s argument and, instead, focused on placing the plate of assorted hand pies where the plate of string cheese treats had most recently been. “Look, if Sally specified a delivery time and then opted to call a meeting for her recipients in another location at the exact same time, that’s her choice. You heard me offer to make all five of the deliveries to the main building. But she declined.”

			Renee lifted her hands into the air. “I know, I know. It just doesn’t make any sense.”

			“I guess the meeting wasn’t as short as she seemed to think it would be.” Winnie reached into the warming container and extracted the bag of white chocolate drizzle. “Here, can you hang this on the IV pole and follow me up to the last cabin?”

			“But why? We already know he’s not there. Why not just drizzle the stuff on the pies now?”

			“Because that’s not how we do things. Besides, your hot mime could get to the main building only to find out the meeting is already over. He could walk back here in like two seconds.” She shut the back gate and looked down at Lovey. “You ready for round five, Your Highness?”

			Hisss. . . .

			“I’ll take that as a yes, you nasty thing.” Winnie motioned for Renee and the IV pole to follow her onto the walkway. “Do you think this cat is ever going to wrap her pointy-eared head around the fact that I’m her new owner?”

			“When you asked me that the first dozen times or so after Gertie willed her to you, I was certain she would. But now? I’m not so sure.”

			“Great.”

			“An adversarial relationship doesn’t necessarily have to be tragic.” Renee and the pole moved into place alongside Winnie and the gurney. “Just so long as you both keep your proverbial and not-so-proverbial claws to yourself, it’ll be okay. Besides, Lovey has Bridget, Mr. Nelson, and me to give her affection.”

			Winnie stopped the gurney. “To give Lovey affection? Are you kidding me?”

			“Suck it up, my friend,” Renee said. “Suck. It. Up.”

			She looked from Renee to Lovey and back again and then resumed her trek up to the front door of the mime’s cabin, the soles of her paramedic shoes no longer silent against the walkway. “I’m not asking for her to lick my face. I’m not asking her to rescue me from a burning building. I’m simply asking that she stops hissing at me every time I so much as look at her. Is that really that much to ask when I’m the one who provides her food, her shelter, and her unending supply of
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