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        For Rick

        Thank you for your never-ending support and love.

        I love you…

      

      

      

      
        
        Starting over is easy when you find love
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      Dani jiggled the knob. Satisfied the café door was secured, she paused to check her reflection in the window. Being a brunette suits me. She ran her fingers through her shoulder-length curls. I guess that’s why I was born one. I’ll keep this color for a while. I’m tired of not recognizing myself in the mirror.

      After taking the stairs two at a time, she pushed open her apartment door. Stepping out of her clogs, she left them by the door. She flopped onto the sofa and propped her feet up on the coffee table. Sorting through the mail, she said, “Junk, bill, junk…” She turned the cream-colored square envelope over. There was no return address. She lifted the envelope to her nose. The distinct musk smell was faint but unmistakable. Dani’s heart quickened.

      “It can’t be.”

      She dropped the envelope onto the table as if it burned her fingers, staring at it.

      “I’m not going to open it. It’s going in the trash.”

      She dropped it on top of the garbage and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge. Taking a long drink, she watched the envelope out of the corner of her eye, as if expecting it to come to life.

      Curiosity got the best of her. She retrieved it from the trash. She ripped open the envelope. A strangled laugh filled the small room. Why was she afraid of a silly puppy card? She flipped it open.

      Looking forward to seeing you again. It was unsigned. But the handwriting… “Derek.”

      She ripped the card and envelope into tiny pieces and buried it at the bottom of the can.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Dani surveyed the contents of the farm stand basket, thrilled to see apples and a couple of sweet pumpkins to spice up the baking case. She loved the fall season with the comforts of stews and soups simmering and a reason to bake lots of pies and cookies. Not that Dani needed an excuse to bake. Since becoming the primary cook at What’s Perkin’, she thought she had died and gone to career heaven. Peeling, slicing, and dicing the pumpkin and contemplating a new muffin flavor, Dani heard the bell on the front door jingle. Wiping her hands on a towel, she peered through the window to see who had arrived.

      “Morning, Luke. When you’re ready, come on back and we can go over today’s specials.”

      She really liked working with Luke Ford. He handled the front with ease while she filled all the orders he sent her way. It was a perfect working relationship.

      “Give me five. I want to get the lights on and coffee brewing.”

      Dani glanced at the wall clock, wondering what time Cari would be in, when the back door slammed with a bang. Cari entered, shaking off her coat.

      “My gosh it’s windy out there and raining buckets.” She glanced at Dani. “Did you happen to hear the long-range forecast?”

      “I did. Damp and rainy. It’s a good day for a new beef stew and your signature buttermilk biscuits.”

      Cari smiled. “That’s why you’re perfect for this job; you read me like a book.”

      “The one thing I’ve learned since working here, comfort food is always on the menu.”

      Cari’s smile was genuine and lit up her deep-green eyes. “What’s it been, almost two years since you started working for me? We need to talk about a raise.”

      “Cari, that isn’t necessary. You’ve been more than generous with my pay, and the rent on the apartment upstairs isn’t really the market rate. I’m perfectly content with how things are.”

      Cari’s eyebrow arched. “I’ve never heard of anyone saying, don’t give me a raise. You’re a rare breed, Ms. Danielle Michaels.”

      Dani was pleased with the opportunity to take over the kitchen for Cari’s daughter, Kate. It was the highest compliment Dani could have received. Then, to top it all off, when Dani asked for some ideas on where she could find a decent place to live, Cari and her husband, Ray, showed her the upstairs apartment and said it was hers if she wanted it. Dani had been bowled over.

      “Right back at ya, Cari. I don’t know of many people who would give a stranger a job and apartment with zero references.”

      “You underestimate yourself, Dani. We put you through a week-long screening process. It might not seem like it was a long time, but you stepped up and showed us your talent. You deserve to stand in front of this stove.”

      Luke popped his head inside the swinging door. “Dani, are you ready to fill me in? It’s almost showtime.”

      Dani rattled off the breakfast and lunch specials with Luke taking notes. He would transfer it to the blackboard out front. She returned to the baking list, finishing the house specialty, blueberry muffins, cookies, and breads until the front cases were overflowing with tempting treats. Later, she was going to whip up a batch of pumpkin caramel cupcakes. On weekdays, with the exception of holidays, all breakfast platters were some type of sandwich combo or burrito, and then on the weekends, Dani would whip up eggs and pancakes. The bakery portion of the café was in higher demand Monday thru Friday, as many customers were on the commuting trek.

      Dani smiled when Cari wandered into the kitchen and broke off a piece of a fresh oatmeal cookie. She perched on the stool.

      “Dani, I’d like to talk to you about something. If you think I’m sticking my nose into your private business, I’ll drop the subject.”

      Dani didn’t look up from the batter she was stirring. “What’s up?”

      “You’re a hard worker, whether it’s in the shop, babysitting for Jake and Sara’s triplets, or lending a hand at Ellie’s gallery, but I don’t see you dating. You’re not obligated to the McKenna-Davis clan. You can say no to us anytime we infringe on your personal time.”

      Dani laughed. “You don’t have to worry, Cari. I love feeling like I’m an honorary member of the family. As far as The Looking Glass, I never had much time to appreciate art in any form. This has opened a whole new world for me, and Ellie and I have become great friends.”

      “I know Ellie feels the same way. She’s always had trouble letting people in, but I think Pad Stone has helped Ellie blossom.”

      “It certainly doesn’t hurt to have a handsome man in your life.” Dani slid a tray of cupcakes into the oven and avoided Cari’s gaze.

      “And what about a handsome man for you, Dani?” Cari spoke softly so Luke wouldn’t overhear the conversation.

      “Boyfriends and me aren’t a good combo. I’m better off alone.” Dani dropped the bowl in the sink and was grateful when Luke announced an order and put it on the pass-through shelf.

      Dani picked up the order. “I need to get this ready.”

      “All right.” Cari stood. “Well, if you need a hand, let me know.”

      Dani steadied her racing heart. If Cari only knew the truth, would she want Dani working for What’s Perkin’? Fearing she knew what the answer would be, she reminded herself she had to keep the past in the past. Reinventing herself was the right move at the time and keeping it a secret was her only choice.
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      Ellie bopped in the door of the shop. “Hey, Mom, Luke. How goes the morning?” She mopped her forehead with a napkin. “Any idea what Dani is whipping up for today’s specialty cupcake? I was hoping to pick up a few. Pad’s coming for dinner tonight.”

      “And what makes tonight different?” Luke teased. “I thought you two were stuck like glue. He spends more time with you than at work.”

      Ellie grinned. “Tonight it’s Pad’s turn to cook, and my job is dessert.”

      Cari smiled at her youngest daughter. “Been for a run already?”

      “Of course. Can’t you tell by the rain running off my face?” Ellie took the glass of water Cari handed her.

      “Breakfast, Ellie?” Luke paused at the kitchen door.

      “Um, yeah, I guess I could suffer with a little something.”

      Laughing, Luke went into the kitchen and told Dani that Ellie was out front.

      Dani set a plate in front of her friend sitting at the counter. “Just the way you like it with extra cheese and hot sauce.”

      “A burrito.” Ellie picked it up and took a huge bite, sauce dribbling down her chin. She closed her eyes. “This is so good.” Ellie winked at Dani. “Don’t ever tell Kate, but this is better than hers.”

      Dani made a cross over her heart. “Your secret is safe with me.” Dani poured herself a cup of hot water and dropped a tea bag in. “Care if I sit?”

      Ellie twirled on the stool to face Dani. “Sure. We haven’t talked in what eight hours?”

      The girls chatted and laughed, happy to have found a kindred spirit in the other. Ellie had been through some rough patches, losing her dad when she was barely five, pushing herself to get through college early, and then opening up a gallery only to have it threatened by her former boss. In the process, she allowed herself to open her heart to find love and friends. She often wondered how Dani had found her way to Loudon alone and lived out of a tent. It didn’t matter, Dani had found her place at What’s Perkin’ and as an extended member of the family. However, nothing was ever as simple as it appeared.
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      “I’ve got news about Pad.” Ellie leaned in. “But don’t say anything. We want to tell the family over the weekend.”

      “Are you engaged?” Dani whispered.

      Ellie giggled. “No, nothing like that, although the thought has crossed my mind a few times. I might be ready to take the plunge. But no. Hank Booth, the chief of police, offered him a permanent job on the force and Pad accepted.”

      “Does that mean he won’t be doing photography anymore?” Dani wondered aloud.

      “No, but he wants to be home more, and he loved being a cop. He just didn’t want to do undercover work anymore. He still doesn’t talk about what he went through before we met. It must have been pretty awful.”

      “It’ll be nice to have him around all the time.” Dani winked. “Maybe this means wedding bells are in your future?”

      Ellie grinned. “Maybe. But keep our secret until Mom says something. I’m going to have the family over on Sunday, and of course, I expect you there too.”

      “Jeez, El. I don’t want to intrude on a family thing,” Dani protested.

      “You’re an honorary McKenna, and besides, I won’t take no for an answer, but there is one small caveat.”

      “I think I know what’s coming…”

      “Can you fix something for dessert? Nothing fancy, but I do love your chocolate cream pie.”

      “You got it.” Dani beamed. It was a good feeling to be, in some small way, a part of a family. She had some place to go for holidays, and they had even given her a birthday party the first year she moved to Loudon. Last year, they surprised Dani again on her birthday when there was another dinner party for her. “What time?”

      “I’ll close the shop at four, so come over about five.” Ellie glanced at her watch. “I gotta fly, but remember, mum’s the word until Sunday.”

      Dani crossed her hand over her heart. “I won’t tell a soul.”

      Ellie called out goodbye to her mother and Luke. “Oh.” She stopped short. “Any cupcakes today?”

      “I’ll have something before lunch. Should I save you a few?”

      “You know me too well. I’ll stop back if you can put six aside?”

      “When we close, I’ll swing over. It will be good to stretch my legs.”

      “Sounds good. See ya.” Ellie left through the back door and Dani went back to baking. She needed to whip up the promised cupcakes. She was already looking forward to hanging out with Ellie.
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      Dani was strolling up the sidewalk when she noticed a cop car sitting outside Ellie’s. Concerned, she walked faster.

      Almost jogging up the driveway, Dani relaxed when she heard deep male laughter. Ellie wasn’t alone. Ever since Ellie had been attacked last year, Dani had been on edge, despite the fact that the person responsible was locked up.

      Giving a sharp rap on the door, Dani called out hello and walked in. This was the norm after Ellie had admonished Dani about standing on formality when dropping by.

      “Come on in, we’re in the family room,” Dani heard Ellie call out.

      She set the cupcake box on the counter and went down the hallway toward the back of the house. She was taken aback when she discovered a police officer in uniform sitting in the chair.

      “Am I interrupting anything?” Dani asked.

      “Not at all,” Pad said. “My new partner, Paul, stopped over.” Ellie looked from Dani to Paul. “Have you two met?”

      Dani shook her head. “No.”

      Paul stood up. “Yes, we met last year when Ellie was attacked and I’ve been in What’s Perkin’ many times.” Extending his hand, he said, “Paul Greene, at your service, Miss?”

      “Dani Michaels.” Dani withdrew her small hand from his firm handshake. “I work at What’s Perkin’.”

      “So, you’re the one responsible,” Paul teased.

      Dani’s heart raced. “I’m sorry. Responsible?”

      “The extra miles I’ve had to run. Your cupcakes are fantastic, and I’m a huge fan. Pad has brought some to the station from time to time. I think it’s when he feels sorry for the boys in blue, to be honest.”

      Dani reminded herself to breathe. Paul Greene, despite his slender frame, dirty-blond hair, and his boyish good looks, was Ellie and Pad’s friend. He must be a good guy.

      “That’s me, the baker.” Dani forced herself to smile. “Ellie, I’m going to run since you have company. I put the cupcakes on the counter.”

      Ellie jumped up. “Stay. I was waiting for you. We’re going to have coffee.”

      “Don’t let me scare you away. I just stopped by to check on my buddy and they coerced me into coffee too.”

      Dani would have had to be blind to not see the deep dimples when Paul smiled. “Well, you’ve talked me into it. But I can’t stay long.”

      “It’s all settled, then. Paul just finished his shift so there’s no reason for anyone to rush off.” Ellie went toward the kitchen with Dani trailing.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were having company?” Dani murmured.

      “Paul’s become a great friend. He really helped me get through the worst time in my life.” Ellie glanced at Dani while she got water from the tap. “He’s a sweet guy. You don’t need to look at him like he’s a wolf that’s going to eat you alive.”

      “It’s not like that, Ellie. You know I’m shy.” Dani pushed her oversized glasses up her pert nose and brushed back her bangs.

      “Did you see how cute he is? Of course, not as tall as Pad, but still, some girls would go weak in the knees for his crystal-blue eyes.”

      “I didn’t notice,” Dani lied.

      Ellie gave her a knowing smile and set out mugs on a tray along with the cupcakes and napkins. “Would you grab the cream from the fridge and the sugar bowl?”

      Dani did as requested. “How well does Pad know Paul?”

      “He’s tagged along a few times when we’ve gone fishing, and I know he and Pad have been running together quite a bit. I’m glad he’s making friends in Loudon.”

      Pad and Paul came into the kitchen. “What’s taking you two so long? Did you send Dani back to the shop for more cupcakes?” Pad laughed. “I don’t know if six will be enough.”

      Dani blushed with the implied compliment. “I can run back to the café. I think there were a few left unless Cari took them home.”

      “No need. I’ll be good and share with everyone.” Pad picked up the tray. “Deck or family room?”

      Ellie glanced at the thermometer outside. “The rain’s stopped and it’s warmed up. Let’s go out back.”

      Paul held the door open for the group and waited until Dani stepped outside before closing it.

      The conversation never slowed, and with the sun almost kissing the horizon, Pad’s stomach rumbled.

      Dani teased, “Ellie, I think your man is starving.”

      Pad asked, “Instead of me cooking, who wants to have pizza? Paul, Dani, are you interested in hanging out a little longer?” Pad grinned at his girl. “Ellie does great takeout.”

      “Hey, are you saying I can’t cook?” Ellie tried to look irritated but laughed instead.

      “Not at all. You’re good at everything you touch when it comes to food, but I’m in the mood for pizza from Slices.”

      Paul looked around the trio. “Well, you can count me in. Pizza is a major food group in my book.”

      Dani hated to be a wet blanket but didn’t relish the idea of walking home after dark, and she didn’t want to ask Pad for a ride. “I think I’m going to head out. I didn’t bring a flashlight and critters are coming out after dark. I don’t think Cari would appreciate her kitchen smelling like Pepé Le Pew. It would be a business killer.”

      “No, stay. We’ll walk you home,” Ellie pleaded.

      “Dani, I can drop you off. It’s not out of my way at all.” Paul’s voice was like warm honey to Dani. “I’m going with Pad to drop off the cruiser and pick up my truck. The neighbors won’t think you’re in trouble with the law.”

      Dani tamped down her instinct to flee. She wanted to continue being with friends, as her apartment got lonely at night. “You talked me into it.”

      Pad and Paul took off while Ellie called in their order and then texted the pickup number to Pad. “I ordered some wings and salad too. We’ll have more than enough for four, but pizza is tasty for breakfast, don’t you think, Dani?” Ellie touched her arm. “Earth to Dani?”

      “Sorry, I was thinking about the next cupcake special and didn’t hear what you were saying.”

      “Is everything all right? You seem distracted.” The girls had settled into overstuffed chairs in the family room. “I hope you’re not upset we sort of pressured you into staying for dinner.”

      “No, I’m happy to be included. I’m not a fan of walking in the dark.” Dani choked back the fear in her voice.

      “Dani, what’s really going on? You got nervous when you saw Paul in uniform, and I would never think you were afraid of anything, much less the dark. You lived in the state forest when you first came to town.”

      Dani struggled with her inner self, desperately wanting to confide in Ellie but worried about what she might think.

      “In a nutshell, before I came to Loudon, I was in a really bad relationship with a fireman. He wasn’t the guy I thought he was. On the outside, he was all charming and sweet, but out of the public eye, he was nasty. Finally, I reached my breaking point and broke up with him. Unfortunately, he didn’t take it well and had one of his buddies stop by the bakery I worked at, saying I had taken money from his wallet.” Anguished, she continued. “I swear I didn’t take it. I think he did it to harass me, and it didn’t stop at just the one time. He was unrelenting. I had to get out. When my old boss decided to retire and move away, I took off. For a long time, I didn’t even tell my parents where I was living. I was afraid all men in uniform would stick together, and he’d send someone else after me. About a month ago, I got a letter. It wasn’t signed, but I know it was from him.”

      “Dani.” Ellie took her ice-cold hands and rubbed them. “Why didn’t you tell me or at least Mom? She and Ray would have made sure to have an auto floodlight installed at the very least. We wouldn’t want you to feel uneasy in your home.”

      “I’m not going to burden any of you with my problems.” Dani pulled away and looked out the back window. “It’s my problem, and I’ll take care of it, even if it means I have to move again.”

      “Pardon me for being selfish, but I finally have a good friend, and I’m not going to let some jerk drive you out of town. Besides, he doesn’t even live around here.” Ellie put her arms around Dani. “Let me help you. Let us help you.”

      “El, help with what?” Pad stood in the doorway with a huge pizza box, and Paul was right behind him, holding a large paper bag.

      “It’s nothing, Pad,” Dani interjected. “Ellie is going to help me pick out a new pair of boots.” Dani tried to brush aside the conversation.

      Ellie looked at Pad. His brow creased. “Dani, I think you should tell Pad. He’ll know what to do. He’s one of the good guys.”

      “It’s nothing, really. I’m overreacting is all.” Dani looked from Ellie to Pad and then Paul. “Really.”

      Paul crossed the room. “Is someone bothering you around the shop, Dani?”

      “No, I haven’t seen anyone.” Dani wrung her hands and cried, “This is what I wanted to avoid, having people know the truth.” Dani tried to flee, and Ellie stepped between her and the door.

      “It’s time to stop running, Dani, and between the four of us, we can come up with a plan. I promise, no one will blame you for someone else’s actions.”

      Pad gestured to the chair. “I’ve always believed the best place to start over is to revisit the beginning, get a new perspective, and then the solution will follow.”

      Dani sat down, dropping her head into her hands. After taking a few deep, ragged breaths, she looked up. “You have to promise me you won’t tell Cari and Ray. I don’t want them to worry.”

      “Dani, I can’t promise you. If there’s something Mom should know, we have to tell her.” Ellie perched on the chair. “But Mom won’t be angry with you. She’s been through enough in her lifetime to know when a friend needs help. You need help.”

      Pad and Paul both sat on the edge of the couch, waiting for Dani to begin.

      “About five years ago, I worked at a bakery in Chester. I started there when I was in high school and knew most of the regulars. It was a popular spot for cops and firemen, and Angelo encouraged them to stop by for coffee. You know, if the cops are in and out, it keeps the riffraff down.”

      Paul nodded. “It’s a great perk to get hot coffee at various locations.”

      “After I graduated from high school, my parents moved out west, but I wanted to stay on at the bakery. I found a small apartment and kept working with the Hassetts. Helen was an amazing cake baker, and I loved working with her. The way she combined flavors was light years beyond what I can do. Anyway, Angelo, Helen’s husband, taught me about breads, and I planned to buy them out when it was time for them to retire. And then he walked into the bakery, and I was a goner. I think it was love at first sight. Derek is a fireman. He’s a big guy, strong and always joking. He was off duty, and it was his turn to pick up muffins for the next shift. After that first day, he volunteered to pick up breads and anything else he thought the guys would eat. The first time he asked me out, I thought, why did this guy want to go out with a little mouse like me? I accepted before he could change his mind.”

      Dani stopped and took a sip of cold coffee. “We spent a lot of our free time together, and I was awestruck. All the girls drooled over him when we were out, but he only had eyes for me.”

      She exhaled. “After about six months, we started staying together at his place several nights a week, and a couple months afterward, I gave up my apartment and we lived together full-time. He would bring home flowers and little gifts on a regular basis, and then things slowly started to change. He started to criticize what I wore, how I cooked, how I cleaned. Nothing I did was good enough.”

      Ellie grasped Dani’s hand. “Sweetie, you know he was verbally abusing you, and it sounds like nothing you could have done would have made him happy.”

      “At the time, I thought I was a failure and it was my fault. Somehow, I was flawed. And then Maureen, an old friend of my mother’s, stopped at the bakery. It was like she could see right through me, right to my soul and my bleeding heart. She asked if I would meet her after work to talk. We met at a fast-food joint and, over French fries, I told her everything but begged her not to tell my mother. I was sure she wouldn’t understand, and they loved Derek. He was the perfect boyfriend in my parents’ eyes.”

      Pad spoke gently. “Dani, this is often the case with men who abuse women. They can be very charming to everyone, but behind closed doors, they want to control the women they claim to love. You could have done everything he asked, and it still wouldn’t have been good enough.”

      “I know that now. After talking to Maureen, I started to understand. She gave me her number and told me to call anytime. We talked a few more times. After each time, I got stronger and more in control of my emotions. I planned on leaving, and I never said anything to Derek. After the bakery closed and he went to work, I packed everything I could into my car and took off, and I’ve never looked back.”

      “Is that how you ended up in Loudon?” Ellie asked.

      Dani nodded. “It wasn’t a direct route. I drifted around for almost a year.”

      Paul had been listening quietly until he asked, “Have you heard from this guy since you’ve been here?”

      “My parents know where I’m living. I’ve asked them not to say anything to Derek if he calls or give him my address. But then I got a card, but it was unsigned. I don’t know for sure if it was from Derek.”

      Paul looked at Pad, his lips in a thin, hard line.

      “What did it say?” Ellie asked.

      “Dear Danielle. I hope you’re doing well. Looking forward to seeing you.”

      “Do your parents know why you broke off the relationship?” Paul asked.

      “I told them it was a bad breakup and nothing more.”

      “Were you ever afraid for your safety?” Pad jumped in.

      Dani chewed on her lower lip before answering. “There were a couple of times I thought he wanted to hit me, but the most he did was grab my arm once.”

      Paul and Pad glanced at each other. “Dani, did he leave any bruises on your arm?”

      Dani nodded. Tears hovered in her eyes. “I never told anyone. He said it was my fault. I made him angry.”

      “You know that’s a lie, right?” Ellie’s voice cracked.

      Dani looked at her hands in her lap. “Yes.”

      Paul pulled a card out of his shirt pocket. “Dani, take this. If you hear from him or if, for any reason, you think you’re not safe, call me, day or night. My cell number is listed.”

      “Do you think he found me?” Dani’s voice quivered.

      “I don’t have any reason to think he’ll go out of his way to come here, but I’d feel better if you had my number. Actually, program it into your phone.”

      Ellie grabbed Dani’s handbag. “I think you should put Pad’s cell number in there too. Strength in numbers.” Ellie’s voice was calm and soothing.

      With hands shaking, Dani did as they asked. When she was done, she looked up. “I’m sorry I was such a downer, and now the pizza’s cold.”

      Pad smiled. “I’ve eaten a lot of cold pizza in my day, and as far as I’m concerned, that’s the way it tastes best.”

      Dani looked at her friends. “Then I guess we should eat.”
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      Dani peered into the shadows. An involuntary shiver raced down her spine. Steeling herself for the walk home, she jumped as she felt someone’s hand on her shoulder.

      “There’s nothing to worry about, Dani. I’m here.”

      “Paul. I’m fine. I should have grabbed a jacket.”

      He cocked one eyebrow. “You’re not a good liar.”

      Relieved to have company, she said goodbye to Ellie and Pad. The pair walked down the back steps and headed down Main Street.

      “This is very nice of you, to walk me home. Are you sure I’m not out of your way?” Dani said. “And what about your truck?”

      “It’s not a big deal. I’ll walk back and get it. It’s a nice night to walk.”

      After the short stroll, Dani stopped at the base of the stairs to her apartment. “Here we are.”

      “It’s pretty dark up there. Do you want me to come up and take a look around?”

      Dani shook her head. “I’ll be fine. Thanks.” She stepped onto the bottom stair and turned. “Paul, thanks again for everything.”

      “No need to thank me. I didn’t do anything yet. But you need to tell Cari and Luke. If you have a picture, show them and Ellie too. This way, if someone comes poking around, they’ll be in the loop.”

      “I’ll give it some thought.” She ran up the steps lightly, and Paul waited until she was safely inside and heard the lock click into place. Dani hovered near an open window. She heard Paul on his cell phone.

      “Hey, it’s Paul. Can you ask the patrol guys to keep an eye open for anyone loitering around What’s Perkin’? I’ll swing by and fill you in. We may have a situation brewing.”

      Dani pulled back the curtain and watched as Paul walked away. What had possessed her to confide her deepest, darkest secret to Ellie, Pad, and his new partner? She turned the teakettle on and waited for the water to boil. The small task helped calm her down. The phone ringing shattered the silence. Dani jumped. She glanced at the caller ID.

      “Hi, Mom. I didn’t expect you to call tonight. It’s not Wednesday or Sunday.”

      Dani heard her mother laugh. “Hello, Danielle. I had to tell you, Derek called tonight. He’s anxious to get in touch with you. Can I give him your number?”

      “Absolutely not. Mom, please. We’ve been over this time and time again.”

      “Sweetheart, he says he’s heartbroken and wants to make amends.”

      Dani held her temper in check. “Mom, I’m not ready to face him, and until I am, please don’t give him my number or tell him where I work or live.”

      “All right, if you insist. If it makes a difference, he sounds like he misses you.”

      If only Dani’s mother could see her pacing the floor, she wouldn’t be pressing the point. “Did you call to plead Derek’s case?”

      Mom ignored the question. “Well, I’d love to chat, but your dad and I are on our way out for dinner, but I did promise Derek to get in touch with you right away. I’ll call you Sunday when we both have time to talk.”

      Dani sighed. “Sounds good, Mom. Have fun with Dad.”

      After the typical good nights and love yous, Dani sank down onto the hard kitchen chair, oblivious to the screeching kettle.

      “How can I convince her to stop talking to Derek?”

      Dani turned over several ideas in her head until the realization dawned on her. The only way for this to end was to tell her mother the truth. Deciding Sunday was a good day for a tough conversation, Dani turned off the kettle and dropped in a tea bag. Hopefully, this will calm my frazzled nerves.

      Sunday evening approached, and Dani had prepared a couple of sweet treats for Ellie’s cookout. She glanced out the window and noticed ominous clouds gathering, hoping it would hold off until later tonight. She was looking forward to getting together with Ellie’s family. The triplets were always a hoot, and no one made her feel like an outsider.

      Dani parked next to the curb and began to unload her truck, when a deep male voice said, “Here, I’ll take the tray.”

      Dani twirled around, pleasantly surprised to see Paul Greene walking toward her.

      “I didn’t know you were invited too.”

      “I think Pad and Ellie took pity on me. You know, the single cop friend needs a place to go on Sunday night.” Paul fell in step with Dani. “I think they invited Judy Bell too.” He pulled open the door. “Have you met her yet?”

      Dani nodded. “She’s been in the café frequently and seems really nice.”

      “Yeah, we’ve been partners for a few years now. Best there is.”

      “I see.” Dani surmised they were more than friends and looked around the room to see where they could set the trays of cupcakes and pumpkin whoopie pies.

      Three little voices shrieking caught her attention. She caught a glimpse of them running toward her.

      “Dani, what did you bring us? Mommy said we have to wait to try them.” Kaylee, the only girl, was the most talkative. She looked up at Dani with large crystal-blue eyes, which she inherited from her grandfather, Ray. Her brothers, Brad and Zach, stood behind their sister, keeping a close eye on the trays.

      “Mommy’s right. We all have to eat our dinner first before filling up on goodies.” Dani winked. “But I packed a few extra in a box for Mommy to take home, and you each can have one tomorrow too.”

      “You did? Oh, thanks, Dani,” The triplets all clung to her legs, each one trying to squeeze harder than the other, causing Dani to laugh.

      Sara pried them off Dani. “Sorry about the mass assault. The kids have been waiting all day to see what you brought.”

      “They’re great, and I just told them there are a few tucked away for tomorrow.”

      “You didn’t need to, but they won’t go to waste.” Sara’s attention was diverted toward the sound of tears. “Gotta go.”

      Dani hoped it was nothing serious when Ellie walked over and gave her a welcoming hug.

      “I thought you were coming early to hang out?”

      “Sorry. I got caught up in an Agatha Christie book and lost track of time, but I’m here now. Can I help?”

      Ellie gave her a little shove out the back door. “Nope, go enjoy yourself. Mom and Ray are out back with Shane and Abby.”

      Dani stepped into chaos as the triplets came flying out the back door in search of their cousin Devin, Abby and Shane’s little guy. Soon, the four kids were tussling in the grass over a ball.

      “Hey, Dani.” Shane waved as he jogged backward to the kids.

      Abby watched her husband divert the kids’ attention away from the solitary ball and shepherd them to the swing set.

      “He’s a natural with them,” Dani said.

      Abby smiled. “He is, isn’t he?” Abby held up a bottle of wine. “Would you like some?”

      Dani shook her head. “No, thanks. Water’s good for me.”

      Abby set the bottle down. “Do you want to sit? We haven’t had a chance to chat in a while, and after working in the office and spending time with Devin and Shane, I could use some female conversation.”

      Dani was a little uncomfortable. She and Abby had never had a conversation without others involved. But she followed Abby to a small table with two chairs.

      “Ah, now this is nice.” Abby’s smile lit up her eyes. “I see you whipped up some whoopie pies for today. What flavor are they?”

      “Um, pumpkin. I thought with fall coming, it was a good choice.”

      “Pumpkin is my absolute favorite. Well, after chocolate, of course.” Grinning, Abby glanced over to where Shane tossed Kaylee a ball. “Isn’t he amazing?”

      Dani followed her gaze. “He certainly is. Everyone in this family is wonderful.”

      “How long have you been in Loudon?”

      “Just about two years.” Dani wondered where this conversation was headed.

      “You’ve done great things at What’s Perkin’, and I know Cari is very happy with how you’ve handled the added responsibility as she’s begun to move into semiretirement.”

      “Truthfully, Cari makes everything easy. She’s the best boss I’ve had.”

      “She’s the best mother-in-law too.” Abby grinned and then grew serious. “You know, when I moved back to Loudon, I had no family, and Devin and I were a little lost. The McKennas took me into the fold and stood by me when I didn’t have anyone else to turn to.”

      Dani figured Ellie had spilled the beans on her story. “Did Ellie say something to you about me?”

      Abby shook her head. “No, of course not. I just get the feeling something is troubling you and has been since you arrived in town. I wanted you to know, we care about you and consider you a part of our big, goofy extended family, and if you ever need someone to talk to, I’ve been through a lot, and I’m a good listener.”

      Dani’s head dropped. “I’m sorry. I told Ellie some stuff about my past, and she’s encouraged me to talk to Cari. I don’t know how, and I don’t want her to regret hiring me.”

      “Dani, Cari would never have kept you around if she didn’t believe you were an asset to her business as well as all our lives. She is a true blue, loyal to a fault woman.”

      Dani looked across the yard and saw Cari sharing a laugh with Ray. “Do you think there is ever a good time to tell someone some tough news?”

      Abby reached over and squeezed her hand. “Rip the Band-Aid off. March over there before you lose your nerve and ask her for a few minutes. Then you can relax and enjoy the party.”

      “You think that’s a good idea, to talk to her now, at a picnic?”

      “I do. Now go, and remember, I’m here for you too.” Abby’s smile sparkled in her eyes.

      Dani stood up
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