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      To all my family members and those friends who think what I do is a hobby and I sit at home drinking coffee all day and playing on the laptop with my dog snuggled beside me so I can’t get up.

      

      Okay, some of that is true.
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        A Manhattan Bakery. A Deadly Competition. A Murder That’s Too Close for Comfort!

      

        

      
        When a body literally drops at her feet, baker Maddie Flynn knows this case is more than just a tragic accident. With her sharp intuition—and a few secret skills up her sleeve—she’s determined to uncover the truth.

      

        

      
        But not everyone wants her digging around. With a mysterious kidnapping, a furious baking contestant, and a crime that just doesn’t add up, Maddie is running out of time. Even Big Red, her massive Maine Coon with an uncanny sense for danger, is on edge.

      

        

      
        With suspects lurking in the shadows and a killer who won’t hesitate to strike again, Maddie must solve the murder fast—or risk becoming the next victim.

      

        

      
        If you love Murder, She Wrote and The Great British Bake Off—with a side of feline attitude—The Maple Lane Mysteries are the perfect recipe for you!

      

        

      
        A quirky, cat-loving sleuth. A cozy bakery. A mystery to unravel. Plus, a delicious recipe in every book!

      

        

      
        5* "This story was a quick, easy read with a good pace, crime with a taciturn police detective trying to hold Maddie in check, and a baking competition that turns triumph to terror! Big Red, Maddie's Maine Coon cat companion, is a mighty protector prowling the streets of NYC and a key player. I love a cozy with a sassy pet."

      

        

      
        The Maple lane Mysteries

        The Maple Lane Cozy Mysteries

        Sugar and Sliced - Maple Lane Prequel

        Apple Pie and Arsenic
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        Doughnuts and Disaster

        Eclairs and Extortion
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        Honey Cake and Homicide - out now!
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      The large ginger Maine coon sat huffily by the door glaring at her.

      “I’ll see you right after work,” Madeline Flynn promised. “Then we’ll go for a long walk before it gets dark.”

      Big Red slunk away to the small window and turned his back on her. It was 4 a.m., so there was little chance he could see anything outside, but as an adept sulker this was his go-to position. To be fair, he had every reason to be fed up. Not only did she wake him with her early starts, he was also alone most of the day. The was what bothered her most. Big Red was a very social cat—when he wanted to be.

      Maddie sighed, grabbed her thick coat, gloves, and scarf from the stand by the door, and left him to his bad mood. She paused on the small landing to wrap up tight and study the first door up the next flight of stairs. Last night she’d heard muted voices in the apartment above her. It may have been her imagination, but she’d thought her neighbor was arguing with someone.

      Cleo Black was polite when they occasionally saw one another and looked to be in her late twenties, the same as Maddie. Other than a brief hello, Cleo didn’t encourage conversation, and Maddie knew nothing about her except her name, that she was attractive and had a penchant for dark clothes. The argument, if it was one, didn’t go on for too long, so there was probably nothing to worry about. Although, that never stopped her before.

      Shaking her head at this need to fix things, she walked quickly through the darkened streets of New York, pushing down the flutter of anxiety. The city was a long way from Maple Falls, the quiet hamlet where she’d been born and raised, and seemed like another world. From the amount of people to the smells and sights, it had been an assault on her senses for at least the first month after she moved here fresh out of college.

      A few years on, she still missed all the green and quiet, but there was so much to see and do in a city this size. Things she never dreamed of. Like ice skating in Rockefeller Center or shopping in Chinatown for hours to find special ingredients or ones she’d never seen before. Plus, there were restaurants for every kind of cuisine on the planet.

      With a self-imposed and necessary budget, Maddie relished the challenge of finding a filling and tasty meal for as little as she could spend. It was fun, even if she only had Big Red to share in the adventures.

      Another sigh escaped her lips as she crossed the street. Arguably, her boyfriend Dalton should have been her companion, except he hated food that wasn’t served on China. If he occasionally took her to a nice restaurant, she might feel more charitable at his snobbery, but they usually ate at her apartment—which meant she cooked. After working in a bakery since before sun-up, Dalton loving her cooking wasn’t enough for her to want to do it every day. A sandwich eaten snuggled next to Big Red on the couch would be enough for her.

      Maddie wrapped her scarf tighter. Moaning about Dalton, if only to herself, was becoming a way of life and certainly no way to start the day. Fortunately, the small apartment she’d managed to rent was only a few blocks from where she worked at a French bakery with her friend Camille. When she turned into the main street, Christmas lights hanging from the storefronts and trees made everything brighter and less dreary. She loved Christmas and so did Big Red. Those lights and decorations were a huge temptation for an inquisitive feline.

      Up ahead, the even-brighter lights of the bakery welcomed her and as usual soothed her troubled mind. It didn’t open for another hour, but the three uncles who owned and ran it, including Camille’s father who Maddie always called Uncle Joey, would already be hard at work mixing dough for bread to give it time to rise and bake before the first customer arrived.

      She hurried down the alley beside the shop’s brick facade and entered through the back door. Camille grinned at her over the huge barrel of a mixer.

      “Morning, Maddie,” Uncle Joey called to her from a table near the door, while the other men nodded and smiled. Camille’s father was the youngest of the brothers and the most fun.

      “Good morning, everyone.” Always early, Maddie tucked her bag and coat into a locker then slipped on a clean apron. Eagerly scanning the board listing tasks for the day, which was always a little exciting, she grinned at the slices on her list to bake. Maddie loved making the layers, ensuring each one was perfect in size and look when finished. Each rectangle should tantalize before the taste delivered on the fantasy.

      Everyone had their own station and hers was as pristine as when she’d left it yesterday afternoon. She lined up all the ingredients on her left except for the flour and sugar. These were in huge tubs, situated centrally, which were far too heavy to move.

      She took a large mixing bowl over to them and using the scoop hanging from the rim measured out the sugar. Next came the butter, which was stored in plastic tubs. Creaming the two together using one of the large mixers until they were light and fluffy, she separated the eggs and beat in the yolks. Next she added sifted flour and baking powder and stirred until combined.

      Recipes in the bakery were often several times the amount a home cook would use, and by the time she was done stirring her arms ached a little. Where possible the work was done by a mixer, but some stages required a lighter touch. In the beginning she’d found it incredibly hard, but eventually she became stronger, and it was less arduous.

      Now she pressed the dough into a large, greased tin and spread a thick layer of strawberry jam over it until it was completely covered. Lastly came a meringue mixture, made by beating the egg whites until stiff then adding sugar and coconut. The tin went into the oven for thirty minutes until the meringue was a pale brown.

      While the slice cooked she cleaned down her station and began the pastry for individual apple pies. Maddie made apple pies every day following Gran’s special recipe, and the customers loved them. Leaving the pastry to rest, it was time for the slice to come out of the oven to cool before cutting.

      There was no idle time, as she had to grease all the pans for the pies. Fortunately, the filling had been made yesterday in bulk and they wouldn’t take long to assemble, but first she had to cut her slice before it stuck to the pan. Oblivious to the rest of the kitchen, she slipped her knife around the outside edge, cleaned it, and cut along the length and then the width. Carefully lifting each rectangle she placed them on a clean tray ready for the display cabinet. Taking a step back she wiped her hands on her apron and admired her handiwork.

      Uncle Roberto peered over her shoulder. “Very even. Good work, Maddie.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled. Praise wasn’t frequent from the eldest brother, so she knew when it came that her work was indeed good.

      Oddly, he didn’t leave and started moving from side to side like a polar bear. This wasn’t a good sign. Usually when he was uncomfortable, he had bad news. Her stomach clenched. She couldn’t afford to stay in the city if she lost her job. Besides, hadn’t he just praised her? Still, her voice wobbled. “Did I do something wrong?”

      He was a very large man. Not so much tall as round, and when he shook his head as he was doing, an extra chin wobbled. Leaning closer he almost whispered, except that would have been a waste of time, because the machines currently at work would drown out any ability to hear him.

      “We are very happy with your work. This week you get a raise.”

      “A raise?” Maddie hadn’t expected this, and it took a moment to sink in. “Thank you so much,” she finally gushed.

      He glanced around the kitchen and put a finger to his lips. “Do not tell the others.”

      She nodded several times to reassure him, and he lifted a large hand to pat her shoulder, which was more of a slap. It pushed her forward and automatically her hand reached out to steady herself—just missing the slices! Luck was on her side today, and she felt a rush of euphoria.

      She couldn’t wait to tell her boyfriend about the raise. The minute she thought this, the euphoria drained away and her stomach dipped once more. A raise was a good thing and something to be proud of, but Dalton wasn’t impressed when she switched careers to work in the bakery. As a financial advisor she was paid very well and starting at the bottom of a bakery couldn’t compare—something he reminded her of frequently. A high-powered advertising manager, Dalton also thought working in a bakery was a complete waste of her degree and told Maddie she was going backward. To be fair, last time she’d been home to Maple Falls a lot of people gave the impression that they agreed. It was hard not to be hurt over whispered opinions and snide remarks and harder still when those same opinions came from her partner.

      Apart from her joy at doing what she loved, what made it easier to forge ahead came when she told Gran her plans. There were no recriminations, only encouragement.

      “It’s no one’s business but yours, sweetheart. The people who care about you know you’ve been unhappy, and they only want what’s best for you in the future, so pay the busybodies and troublemakers no mind.”

      Naturally, Gran had been right. After one day at the bakery, even exhausted beyond her wildest imagination, she was so much happier. Without the shadow of a doubt, she knew she’d done the right thing. She smiled at the memory.

      Maybe, for once, Dalton wouldn’t sneer about her job and be happy for her.
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      Finishing work mid-afternoon, Maddie needed groceries if she was going to cook a meal and stopped by the Duane Reade on the corner before reaching home. As a treat she picked up a bunch of daffodils to brighten the apartment. When she found time, painting the dreary beige walls was a must.

      After living in a large farmhouse her entire life, surrounded by large and rustic furniture, she hadn’t grown accustomed to her current space. By comparison the one-bedroom apartment often felt claustrophobic, and, despite much smaller furniture, she constantly bumped into things. Her feet slowed on the stairs leading to the first-floor apartment, and Maddie took a deep breath as she unlocked the door, unsure whether Dalton would be there and wishing that didn’t make her anxious.

      “You’re late.” He sat on the sofa and shot a disapproving glance over his laptop.

      She cringed at his accusing tone, opting not to make a fuss and ruin her good news. “I assumed you’d be here for dinner, so I stopped for groceries.”

      He crossed his legs on the coffee table, a sight Gran would have a fit over, and made no move to help with the bags. Big Red padded across the room and curled around her legs, forgiving her for leaving him all day much sooner than he usually did. She noted that he also stayed as far away from Dalton as possible. They did not get along and barely tolerated each other, which didn’t make for a comfortable atmosphere most of the time.

      Scratching the ginger head lovingly, she cooed, “Hello, boy. How was your day?”

      “Charming,” Dalton sneered. “What about me?”

      She dumped the bags on the counter, noting he omitted to ask her about her day. “Did you have a good day, Dalton?”

      He missed the dripping sarcasm. “No, I darn well didn’t! I was frustrated like you wouldn’t believe with the client from hell who ignored all my advice and wouldn’t know a good deal if it bit him.”

      “That’s a shame,” she said before he could get into a monologue about a stranger’s faults. “I had the perfect day at the bakery and some wonderful news.” She waited a couple of heartbeats, but no question was forthcoming. “I got a raise.”

      Dalton rolled his eyes. “I imagine that brings you to minimum, right?”

      Her heart sunk a little more. “I’m paid appropriately for an intern. Couldn’t you be a little happy for me?”

      “I would think that earning what you did in your last job should have made you happy enough for both of us.”

      Arrgh! Why did it always come down to money with him? “You know I hated my job.”

      He gave her an incredulous look. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      The curtain in her mind, which had been gradually disintegrating, peeled away from the idea of him, and finally Maddie admitted to herself how shallow Dalton had become. Maybe he’d always been this way. Her fingers tapped her thighs in an anxiety-release method her Grandad taught her after her mom left them and she’d been distraught. It wasn’t working, but enough was enough. “If you think so little of my happiness, you should leave.”

      He blinked, then chuckled in disbelief. “Sheesh, where’s your sense of humor? I was joking.”

      She crossed her arms. This line was often used as justification for upsetting her. “It didn’t sound like it.”

      Dalton jumped up and came across the room wearing his most charming expression and opened his arms. “Babe, you need to lighten up a little. Where’s my happy baker gone? You always make me smile, and I need that today.” He hugged her tightly and kissed her forehead. “Sorry I wasn’t more excited for you, but you know I love you. I guess I’m hungry, and you know how I get.”

      He rarely apologized. Was she being too harsh? When he was like this, she could forgive him for his weird sense of humor, which often seemed unkind. She leaned into him, enjoying the comfort. “You mean ‘hangry’?”

      He laughed again. “That’s exactly right.”

      Laughter changed him from nice-looking to handsome, and she thawed a little more. “Okay, you can stay.”

      He released her and gave a mock bow. “Thank you, milady.”

      Maddie washed up in the bathroom and removed the tie from her long blonde braid. She brushed her hair for a minute or two, enjoying the soothing action. Dalton was only her second boyfriend and the first as a working adult. The fear that he was just as manipulative as the long-term one she’d had as a teenager crawled over her more often these days, which said more about her than it did them.

      She’d never said she loved Dalton and lately had concerns that she didn’t always like him. That couldn’t be a good thing in a relationship. Sometimes he stayed over, but tonight having spoiled the thrill of her pay increase, she was too tired and still too hurt to deal with him. Even if he was starving, she couldn’t cook until she cleared her head.

      
      By the time she came back into the open plan room, he was glued to his laptop again. Big Red waited at the door, glaring at Dalton. If he ever laid a finger on her cat, they would definitely be over. Plucking her coat and scarf from the rack, she opened the door. “I’m taking Big Red for a walk. I’ll cook dinner when I get back.”

      “Hmmm,” was the only response.

      As she closed the door, a loud bang reverberated from the floor above and was followed by the sound of scraping on the floor. Maddie peered up the stairwell while Big Red ran to investigate. They stood quietly, but there were no sounds of distress, only silence. Big Red’s
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