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      Everything changes if you give it enough time.  Dough rises and bakes in an oven to become bread.  Churn milk long enough, and it becomes butter.  Put enough separate ingredients together and you can create anything from a simple chocolate cake to a more complicated crème caramel.  Change is inevitable.  Nobody knew that better than a baker.

      Or, in her case, a retired baker.

      As she sat at her kitchen table, staring out the window at the quiet street where she lived now, Karen Stansted heard herself sigh.  Change could be a good thing.  People so often forgot that.  Just a pinch more of the right ingredient could take a recipe from simply delicious to amazing.  Karen—Cookie to her friends—knew how a good change could make everything better.

      She was still trying to convince herself that moving from her apartment to this new home was one of those good changes.  That, and turning her bakery over to her granddaughter two months ago.  There had been some major life changes for her in the last two years.  A real roller coaster.

      Truthfully, she didn’t regret any of it.  She liked her new life.  No, she loved her new life.

      Which was what she told herself, every day, as she sat here at the window and watched the quiet world out there on Peachtree Street where hardly anything ever happened.  Most people who had reached the age of sixty-eight, like she had, would be glad for the rest and peace.  Cookie wasn’t most people.

      In fact, she was beginning to feel downright bored.

      She had always been a woman of action, whether it was bustling about in her kitchen, or taking a destination cruise, or just going hiking with her little Chihuahua friend.  She’d never been one to just sit, and stare, and wait for her husband to return home from work.  This, more than anything else, had been the biggest change for her to get used to.  This new recipe book she was using for her life seemed to need a little fine tuning.

      “Well,” she muttered to her reflection in the window’s glass, “then perhaps you should do something about it.  At least go for a walk, you old coot.”

      Her reflection smiled back at her, teasing her with a wink.  That face had earned every one of the wrinkles etched at the corners of her eyes, around her mouth, and…oh my, more places than she’d realized.  Her hair had been snow white for some time.  Her glasses weren’t just for reading the tiny print of cooking instructions on food packaging anymore.  She needed them almost all the time.  ‘Old coot’ might be more accurate than she liked to admit.

      Bah, she told herself.  Age was just a number.  Jerry kept telling her they both had a lot of life left to live.  Which was easy for him to say.  Her loving husband was still the chief of police here in Widow’s Rest.  She was retired, and he still had a job that kept him active.  He had promised to retire at the end of this year, after he’d tied up a few loose ends, and she was going to hold him to that.  If he was here at home with her, she might not be quite so bored.

      Well, there was no sense waiting.  It was time for her to get up and find something to do.  Going out would do her some good.  This was a nice house that Jerry had found for them to move into, but it was on the small side.  She’d already cleaned it top to bottom this morning.  And yesterday, too.  And the day before, for that matter.  Just the one story, with the two bedrooms, a cozy living room, and a bathroom big enough for the both of them to be in at the same time without bumping into each other.  Except for the basement, that was just about all there was.

      Oh, and this amazing kitchen where she now sat.  Jerry knew that she would never be happy in any place that didn’t allow her to use her baking skills to their fullest.  She may have retired from creating baked goods for a living, but she would never give up who she was.  Not ever.  So he’d found a house for them that had a kitchen even bigger than the living room, a whole big room all its own with a double oven and long counter spaces and enough cabinets to hold flour and sugar by the ten pound bags, yeast and cornmeal, as well as bottles of vanilla and cinnamon and boxes of dried raisins and so much more.

      He knew her so well.

      Cookie sighed at herself again, and then got up from the little round table.  Maybe she would take Cream for a walk.  That wasn’t a very exciting option, but it would get her in motion.  Her little Chihuahua friend would appreciate going outside for a while.  It was a nice day for a walk, after all.  Bright sunshine, fluffy clouds hanging in a clear blue sky.  It was one of those late Spring days that made you happy to be alive.

      Even if your life had changed so much that you could hardly recognize it.

      That was enough of that.  Definitely time for her to get out of the house.

      Padding his way into the kitchen, Cream stopped at her slippered feet, looking up at her with his little tail wagging back and forth, back and forth.  He barked once, and then again, and then looked at her with his head cocked to one side.

      “You’re absolutely right,” she told him, planting her fists on her hips.  “I should stop moping and start living this wonderful life I’ve been given.  Well.  Starting today, we’re going for a walk around the neighborhood every morning.  Oh.  We could walk over to the bakery and see how Clarissa is doing.  That wonderful granddaughter of mine and her husband-to-be better not have changed any of my recipes.  I warned her I’d sneak back in the middle of the night and bake all new stuff if she ever did that!”

      Cream bounced on his hind legs in a circle, front paws in the air, his little pink tongue hanging out of the side of his mouth.  His coat had been as pure white as Cookie’s own hair was now, back when he was younger, but he was packing on a few years himself and now it truly had a cream-like hue.

      “My, you’re so excited.”  Cookie chuckled at him as she bent down to scratch behind his ears.  “You’ve been a good friend, letting me work through my doldrums without pushing me.  Good boy.  Let me get changed and we’ll get going, okay?  Today we start living instead of moping about.”

      He yipped in answer.  Every good furbaby parent knew what their doggie was saying to them.  The language might be different, but love was universal.

      As she stood up again, she stretched out her back and heard several pops from her spine.  Yes, moving around and getting some exercise would do her good.  She’d never been a skinny woman.  Pudgy, was how she liked to think of herself.  Pleasantly plump.  It was one of the occupational hazards of being a baker and having to taste your own creations before serving them to anyone else.  But, now that she didn’t run her own bakery, it seemed she’d put on a few more pounds somehow.  A walk a day might melt that weight away.

      Oh.  That was good.  ‘A walk a day melts the weight away.’  She should get that on a bumper sticker, and then stick it right across the backside of her sweatpants.  Right across her caboose.  Ha.  That would turn a few heads in this quiet little neighborhood, now wouldn’t it?

      She was wearing a house dress at the moment.  The one with blooming roses printed all over it.  Most days she didn’t bother to dress up.  They went to friends’ houses for cards some nights, and to dinner sometimes, but other than that she’d turned into a true homebody.

      All the more reason to get out and about, starting today.

      “Almost ready, Cream,” she told him as she finished dressing.  She had put on a pink t-shirt and her matching jogging pants with the gray stripes down the sides.  Her sneakers had been at the back of the closet the last time she saw them…ah, there they were.

      Looking herself over in the mirror, she frowned.  No doubt she could use the exercise.  Mm-hmm.  Pudgy indeed.

      She made sure to clip Cream’s leash to his harness before they went out.  Not that he really needed it.  He was a good dog.  He always stayed right with her, and never wandered off.  It wasn’t him that she was worried about, it was cars on the road.  Careless drivers did stupid things sometimes and she’d much rather have her friend safe on a leash than free to roam down the sidewalk if someone accidentally jumped the curb.

      This section of town was all residential, with streets that led to other streets that then led back to the center of town.  Any way she went, she would be able to circle the blocks right back to her house.  Widow’s Rest wasn’t a very big place.  Cookie knew almost everyone who lived here and almost all of them knew her.  It would take maybe an hour to walk from one end to the other on a gorgeous day like today but maybe she’d save that for another time.  Just an easy walk today would be enough to get them started.

      “Let’s go this way for now,” she suggested to Cream, taking a right out of her driveway past the end of their white picket fence.  “We’ll take the long way around to the bakery.  It will be lunch in an hour, after all.  Hmm.  I wonder what Clarissa and her husband-to-be have on the menu today?  That man of hers always was a wizard in the kitchen.  Maybe they’ll have a little treat for you, too.”

      Cream panted happily at that idea and picked up his pace to match Cookie’s.  She felt better already, now that the fresh air was in her lungs.  Yes.  She should have done this weeks ago instead of letting herself fall into a funk.  Jerry had been good about it, giving her space, but really this was what she needed.  Activity.  A reason to get out.

      Something to do.

      On her street there were four other houses, one on the same side as hers and two on the other.  She’d spent so much time looking out the window at them that she could draw them from memory with her eyes closed if she chose.  Not that it was something to be proud of, but it was the truth.

      There was Allen Jenner’s place directly across from theirs, with the tall pine tree out front and the one-stall garage separate from the white, raised ranch home.

      Back down the street on the same side was Gwendolyn DeSmith’s place, where the grass was already overgrown with weeds.  Gwendolyn wasn’t home much.  She was a nurse at the hospital over in Bridgefield and worked very long hours, the poor dear.  Several times Cookie had brought over plates of raspberry tarts or other baked goods for her to take along on double shifts.  From what she understood, the treats were appreciated by the rest of the hospital staff.

      Then, there was the other house.  The one kitty corner across from them, ringed by untrimmed scrub trees that had been allowed to grow wild that screened it away from the road, except for glimpses of gray siding and deteriorating roof shingles.  There was a long dirt driveway to one side, but Cookie had never seen anyone coming or going from the house before.  She was pretty sure it was vacant.  Maybe even for sale.

      But as she passed by on her walk now, a car came driving out.  Its tires crunched and bounced on the stones in the driveway on its way out to the street.  It paused to put a signal light on and turned down the street in the opposite direction she was taking Cream for their walk.  It was all black, with tinted windows too dark to possibly be legal.  She wasn’t good with makes or models, but it had two doors and a loud exhaust.  Funny that she’d never seen it before.  It wasn’t exactly inconspicuous.

      It drove away, and Cookie watched it until it was out of sight.  Hmm.  It would be nice to meet new neighbors.  She could go over there later with a plate of cookies.  Or a cake, maybe.  Everyone liked cake.

      She found herself humming as she walked, and gradually she got closer and closer to the bakery.  “Come along, Cream.  Let’s see how things are going over at my store.  Although I suppose it’s not mine anymore, is it?  It’s Clarissa’s now.  Hers and Rick’s.”

      She tried to sound cheerful about it, because honestly she was happy about the decision to give it to them.  She’d always wanted to keep the bakery in the family if she could.  Clarissa had balked at the responsibility of it at first, when she was younger, but thankfully she had changed her mind after Rick returned from his time at the treatment facility.  He was a new man, and this was a new start for both of them.  Drug free for two years was no small feat.  They were all proud that he was finally becoming the man he needed to be, for Clarissa’s sake.

      Nobody held it against him.  Kicking an addiction to drugs was never easy, but he’d managed it.  As far as Cookie was concerned, that made him tougher than most, not weaker.

      The only thing he’d retained from that time was the name Rick. He’d started going by Rick when he became addicted to painkillers.  When he left for rehab, he had intended to change his name back to Hamish but found that he’d liked being called Rick better. Cookie had been worried for a while that keeping the name may entice him to do drugs once again, but that had never happened. He’d never gone back.

      Thankfully, Cookie had thought to herself more than once, that was the only thing he’d kept from that time in his life.

      Anthem Way was a short street just off Main and the perfect spot for the Kiss the Cook Bakery.  Traffic wasn’t so busy in this area that people couldn’t stop and stay awhile if they chose, but it was close enough to the center of Widow’s Rest that even folks just passing through on their way to the highway could find it.  A little parking lot around the back was usually full up, as well as the parking spaces on both sides of the street.

      That’s how it was when she got there today.  She smiled to see the business she built up doing so well under its new ownership.  Seeing it always filled her with memories.  The bakery shop below, the apartment up on the second floor.  “Kiss the Cook Bakery” spelled out in press-on letters across the glass of the front door, and under that, “Where There’s Cake, There’s Happiness.”  She’d spent years making it into something she could be proud of.

      There was the basement too, where they had found the skeleton chained to a chair.  Now it was just a storage area.  Just another room, and more memories.

      Cream barked and jumped from side to side as he recognized his old home.  He started right for the side door that led to the apartment stairway behind the kitchen.  He knew the way in.  “Hold on, boy,” Cookie scolded him gently.  “They may have the door locked.  They weren’t exactly expecting us.  I suppose I should have called ahead.”

      Sure enough, it was locked.  Good girl, she thought to herself, thinking back over how many times she’d told her granddaughter to protect themselves.  Even in a small town there were always people looking to take what you had, rather than work to get it for themselves.  Locking the door was just a part of life in modern times, even in Widow’s Rest.  It wasn’t that Cookie didn’t trust people, it was just that time and time again she’d been shown that even good people did bad things.  Best not to take chances.

      Thankfully she and her granddaughter trusted each other.  Cookie still had the keys to all the bakery’s doors.

      Letting herself in to the stairway just off the kitchen, she stood there for a minute with Cream.  She considered going upstairs, to where she and Cream used to live, just to see what Clarissa and Rick had done to the old apartment.  Better not, she told herself.  It wasn’t her place any longer.  She could arrange to visit later but she didn’t want to invade anyone’s privacy.

      So instead she went through the door on her left, into the kitchen, and into a scene of completely organized chaos.

      “More flour, please,” a strong male voice said, and as she handed the plastic flour container over, Clarissa reached past Rick for a carton of eggs.  “I’ll take those, thank you.”

      “We have to add butter to our shopping list,” Rick said.

      “Cornmeal, too,” Clarissa agreed.

      “Maybe some apples.”  He measured out the flour into the bowl of batter in front of him and started stirring it all together, and then he danced around her with it over to the kitchen’s center island to grab up the cinnamon container.  “Oh, and plastic wrap.”

      Clarissa ducked under Rick’s arms, her white apron swirling around her waist.  “We need some biscuit mix, too.”

      “Hmm?  Why?  We aren’t putting anything like that on the menu until next week.”

      “I know.”  She smiled coyly over at him.  “But Mama wants chicken and biscuits for dinner this weekend.”

      “Well, then,” he chuckled, still concentrating on his dough, “far be it for me to disappoint Mama when she wants something.  Anything else Mama might want?”

      They hadn’t noticed Cookie yet, and she felt a little like a voyeur standing here listening to them.  She had no idea they had pet nicknames for each other.  No doubt Clarissa wouldn’t be referring to herself as ‘Mama’ if she knew her grandmother was listening in.

      She cleared her throat, and folded her arms in front of her, and waited.

      Cream whuffed like he wasn’t sure if he should take a step back or bite someone’s ankle.

      Clarissa looked up from the industrial-sized mixer she’d been cracking eggs into, her eyes wide with surprise that someone else was in their kitchen…then she saw it was Cookie, and it was hard to imagine anyone could wear a bigger smile.  She brushed her flour-covered hands off quickly on her apron and ran around the center island and practically threw her arms around Cookie in a big hug.

      “Wow, what a surprise!  I didn’t think we were going to see you until Sunday dinner.”

      “Well, I was out and about,” Cookie said, knowing it was only half the truth.

      Clarissa stepped back and puffed a breath at a strand of auburn hair that had fallen into her eyes.  She had cut it down to shoulder length ever since taking over the bakery with Rick.  It used to be long enough to fall below the tops of her jeans but that was back when she was young and carefree and making her living as a seamstress, rather than as a baker.  She still did hemming and stitching for people on the side, but the bakery was clearly her real love.  Being around food all day long now meant putting her hair up and that had been a lot of hair to stuff into anything short of a ten-gallon cowboy hat.  Shorter hair was better, even if pieces of it kept working their way out from under the Boston Celtics cap she was wearing.

      Maybe if she didn’t insist on wearing it backward, Cookie had told her several times, with the brim framing the back of her slender neck instead of up at her forehead where it belonged…but Clarissa had long since reached the age where her grandmother had no input on her wardrobe.  She had turned into a fine young woman, and Cookie wasn’t about to nitpick.  She had no reason to.

      “I won’t stay long,” she started to promise them, “I know you’re busy…”

      “Nonsense,” Rick told her, pulling a long strand of dough out of his bowl with his wooden spoon.  He nodded at it without looking up at Cookie, his attention split between her and his baking.  “You’re always welcome here.  You gave us this place to carry on your legacy.  Not having you here would be like, well, not having George Lucas involved with the Star Wars franchise.  We all know what happened when Disney locked him out.”

      Cookie chuckled, although she didn’t quite get the reference.  She thought those were the movies with the robots and those odd swords that lit up, and the little teddy bear people.  Not really her thing.  “Well, I’m glad to see you two enjoying yourselves, anyway.  What are you making today, hmm?”

      Cream made a little bark and danced on all fours, obviously hoping that whatever they were creating in all this bustle, there might be something in it for him.

      Rick rubbed the back of his hand across his forehead.  Cookie had never once seen the man sweat, except for the time he had to admit to Clarissa that he had a drug problem and needed their help.  He wasn’t sweating now, and the motion was just a habit of his, like the wink he directed at Cookie now.  He was a good-looking man, with a strong jawline and dark hair that was short and spiky at the front, and clear eyes that displayed a wry sense of humor.  He’d gone through a lot of changes in his life but now he was settled here in Widow’s Rest with Clarissa.

      He was wearing jeans too, and a long-sleeved black t-shirt under his white apron.  Both of their aprons were stained with egg and flour and chocolate powder.  It was impossible to do this much work in a kitchen and not get that work all over you.

      Some of the same had transferred off Clarissa’s apron and onto the front of Cookie’s clothes.  That didn’t bother her in the least.  This was like coming back to what she knew.  Even baking for her friends and neighbors in that nice house Jerry had bought for them didn’t give her the same feeling as returning to this kitchen did.  She doubted there would be anything in her life that ever did again.

      “Take a whiff of this, Grandma Cookie,” Rick said to her.  He held out a tray for her with fresh rolls on it, not long out of the oven, and she wafted a hand over the still warm loaves.  The aroma came to her as she inhaled.  She smelled whole grain, and fennel, and cabbage, and sautéed beef.

      “Bierocks!” Cookie exclaimed.  “Oh my, that’s a wonderful choice.  German meat pies.  Not too simple, but delicious and filling.  Do you have a dipping sauce picked out to pair with it?”

      “Yup.  Dill sauce.  We can offer a ranch as well, but I think it’s much better with the dill.”

      Cookie nodded her approval.  The tang of a dill sauce would pair very nicely with seasoned beef.  “Well, I see my legacy is in good hands.  I’m very glad you two agreed to take charge of the bakery.”

      Clarissa laid a hand on her arm.  “We’re glad to keep this place going for you, just the way you always did, but you aren’t fooling anyone if you’re trying to make us believe you like retirement.”

      Smiling, Cookie patted her granddaughter’s hand.  “It’s fine, dear.  It was time to turn the place over to a new generation.  You’ll take this place in directions I wouldn’t have thought of, and you’ll make it even greater than it was when I ran it.  The both of you, together.”

      “Aw, thanks.”  Rick put the tray down and went back to his batter, pouring it carefully into bread molds.  “This is a dream come true for me.  Our own bakery?  Working together with the woman that I love?  Yeah.  This is everything I could have hoped for.”

      He tossed a piece of burger meat from a nearby bowl through the air, aiming it to bounce at Cream’s feet.  The dog lapped it up greedily and panted for more.  Rick shook his head with a smile.  That was all he was going to get for now.  After all, this was a kitchen, and there were health codes to consider.

      Cookie liked that Rick called her ‘Grandma” now.  They were family, in every sense that mattered.  He and Clarissa weren’t married, not yet.  That was going to happen in the Fall—September Fifteenth, to be exact—but that hardly mattered.  They were family now.

      “How’s your employee doing?” she asked him.  She was watching Clarissa put a recipe together and trying not to give her suggestions every step of the way.  She needed something to talk about to distract herself.  “You two are back here so he must be up front dealing with the customers, right?”

      Clarissa frowned, and shrugged, and answered before Rick could.  “I don’t know, Grandma.  Brandt tries hard, I know he does, but I swear sometimes it’s like he just doesn’t like people.  I’ve heard lots of the people in town say they only come in for the food now.  Hardly anyone stays to eat at our bakery anymore.  The tables out there,” she indicated the main room on the other side of the swinging kitchen doors, “are almost always empty, every day.  People still buy stuff to take with them, but our lunch profits are starting to suffer.”

      Rick used the spoon to scrape the last of the dough into a pan and set it aside.  “They aren’t suffering that much.  Just give him a little more time.”

      “Yeah, sure, we haven’t lost that much but funny how he always seems to have money in his own pocket, isn’t it?  He doesn’t mind costing us a few customers, but I know what we pay him, and he always seems to have a little bit more in his pockets, you know?  He’s only working three days a week, but I’m still hearing complaints about how he treats people.”

      “Clarissa, he just needs to get used to customer service.  When he does, you’ll see.  We’ll be just as busy as ever.  He’s great with numbers and he never forgets a face.  Those are good qualities.  He’s just who we need to help us.”

      “Agree to disagree,” Clarissa said so quickly that Cookie was sure the two of them had been through this disagreement before.  “I think we need to replace him before we start losing customers altogether.”

      “He’ll be fine.  We just need to give him time.”

      “You’re only saying that because he’s a buddy of yours.”

      “Right.  Well, that’s what buddies do for each other.”

      He blew her a kiss, and she rolled her eyes…but then she blew it back.

      “There’s the sugar,” Rick said happily.

      Heh, Cookie thought to herself.  Baking humor.

      “Well,” she said out loud, “Cream and I were just out for a walk.  We didn’t
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