

[image: e9780758268396_cover.jpg]






Outstanding praise for Chris Cavender and PEPPERONI PIZZA CAN BE MURDER!

“The small-town setting, the small-business focus and the relationship between sisters Maddy and Eleanor are all reminiscent of Joanne Fluke’s Hannah Swensen mysteries.”

—Booklist





“Cavender is an ace at writing cozies. His characters are believable, especially the relationship between Eleanor and her sister, and his plots are rock solid. Sure to appeal to fans of food cozies.”

—Library Journal





“Scrumptious . . . this entertaining series will continue to gain fans with its clever plotting and small-town appeal.”

—RT Book Reviews




Books by Chris Cavender

A SLICE OF MURDER 
PEPPERONI PIZZA CAN BE MURDER 
A PIZZA TO DIE FOR




 Published by Kensington Publishing Corporation





PEPPERONI PlZZA CAN BE MURDER



 CHRIS CAVENDER







[image: e9780758268396_i0001.jpg]


KENSINGTON BOOKS 
www.kensingtonbooks.com

[image: e9780758268396_i0002.jpg]


All copyrighted material within is Attributor Protected.




Table of Contents


Outstanding praise for Chris Cavender and PEPPERONI PIZZA CAN BE MURDER!

Books by Chris Cavender

Title Page


Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

MY THIN-CRUST PIZZA CRUST RECIPE

MY BASIC THIN PIZZA SAUCE

Please turn the page for an exciting sneak peek of A PIZZA TO DIE FOR coming next month!

Copyright Page







To PHM and EHM, my very own M&M’s!





My idea of feng shui is to have them arrange the pepperoni in a circle on my pizza.

—Unknown




Chapter 1

My name is Eleanor Swift, and for once, nobody was trying to pin a murder on me, even though it happened in my pizzeria, A Slice of Delight. A dead body in the kitchen—with a large thin-crust pepperoni pizza and a bloody rolling pin on either side of it—could have easily put me in the crosshairs of the police investigation.

But I wasn’t completely off the hook, even though I had a perfect alibi.

My delivery man was being accused of the homicide, so I could hardly stay out of it, could I?

At least that’s what I kept trying to tell Kevin Hurley, the chief of police for Timber Ridge, North Carolina. And he might have believed me—or even listened to my argument—if I hadn’t dumped him back in high school nearly twenty years ago. It was a long time for someone to hold a grudge, but he clutched it like a starving man grabbed for the last donut in the box.






Two days before the murder, my sister, Maddy, came into the pizzeria fifteen minutes late from her allotted hour afternoon break. It was a little after three, and things were generally slow then, but I wasn’t about to start any precedents with my one full-time employee, even if she was my only family left. Maddy had been divorced several times, but that never stopped her from looking for her next future ex-husband. When my husband, Joe, had died, she’d come to work for me after her last divorce. I should say latest divorce, because with Maddy, it was hard to say what might happen down the road.

“You’re late,” I said as I handed her my order pad.

“Sorry,” she answered, smiling brightly at me as her body language clearly denied the sincerity of her apology. My sister and I were studies in contrast, and not just because of her record number of weddings and my widowhood after being married to the same man for more than ten years. Maddy was tall and thin, and her hair had been blond so long, I doubted her roots even remembered what color they should be. I was shorter and quite a bit curvier, while my hair was the original chestnut brown it had always been.

“Why don’t I believe you?” I asked as I started back to the kitchen. Sometimes I worked the front, but the back was where I was most comfortable, the place that I belonged.

“I just ran into David Quinton,” she said with a wicked smile.

That merited a bump on my adrenaline scale, though I wasn’t about to admit it to anyone else, not even Maddy. David had been pursuing me for some time, and I’d finally decided to let him catch me. Well, sort of. We had a standing dinner date once a week for the past several months, alternating restaurants and who picked up the tab. It was nearly May, and I couldn’t believe the weekly meal had so quickly become a habit for me, something I looked forward to when times were slow at the pizzeria.

“I saw that smile,” Maddy added. “Don’t bother denying it.” When I shook my head, she added in a more serious tone, “Eleanor, you’re not being disloyal to Joe if you admit that you like spending time with David.”

“Please. I get that same line from him every week, don’t you start on me.” I bit my lip, and then against my better judgment, I asked, “What did he have to say?”

“He wanted to know how I was doing,” Maddy said with that smug expression of hers.

“That’s it?” Maybe my part-time beau was getting tired of our chaste dinners and had decided to go after my sister, instead.

She grinned. “No, he asked about you, too. Why don’t you call him?”

I shook my head. “We’re having dinner in three days. I can wait that long to get together, if he can.”

Maddy shook her head. “You’re more stubborn than I am, and there aren’t many people I can say that about.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You can take it however you’d like, but we both know that’s not what I meant.” We were back by the soda fountain, and for the first time, Maddy looked around the dining room. It was nearly deserted, but I knew what—or, more appropriately, who—was missing.

She frowned. “Where’s Greg? He didn’t take off on you, did he?”

Greg Hatcher was my main deliveryman, and since we’d just recently started taking telephone orders again after a really unpleasant time, I needed him at the pizzeria more than ever. Maddy knew how much pressure his absences placed on me, and while my sister might take more than her fair number of shots at me, she was always the first one to defend me if she thought I needed it.

“Don’t worry so much. I let him go.”

“You fired him? Eleanor, we need someone to deliver the pizza, and he needs the paycheck so he can stay in college. How could you do that?”

“Take it easy. I didn’t get rid of him. He had an errand to run.”

Maddy wasn’t mollified. “That’s not like Greg to leave you here by yourself. What was so important that it couldn’t wait until I got back?” She shook her head, and then added, “He didn’t duck out on you to see Katy Johnson, did he?”

Katy went to college nearby with Greg, and they’d been dating off and on since he’d first come to work for me two years ago.

“No. As a matter of fact, they broke up.”

“Again? If they’re so unhappy with each other, why do they keep getting back together?”

I looked at her and fought the laughter I was feeling. “You’re giving relationship advice? Seriously?”

“Hey, several of my ex-husbands would gladly write me references,” she said. “Just because we split up doesn’t mean we aren’t all still friends. Well, mostly,” she added uncertainly, no doubt ticking names off her internal matrimonial roster and putting them in columns likely labeled FOR and AGAINST.

“Fine, you’re the relationship guru,” I said, “but Greg didn’t run off on me. I gave him my blessing to take off. He had a meeting with Bob Lemon.”

Bob was a local attorney who, despite appearing to be quite sane in most respects, was lobbying to be Maddy’s next ex-husband. To his chagrin, he was failing at it miserably, too.

“What’s Bob got to do with him? Greg’s not being sued, is he?”

“No,” I said as I donned my kitchen apron. We’d slowly migrated to the back where my pizza oven and supplies were kept, but Maddy kept the door that separated the two spaces open with the edge of her left shoe. “It’s about his inheritance.”

“It’s finally happening? I thought Wade was still holding everything up. Don’t tell me he finally broke down and signed the blasted agreement.”

“Not yet, but Bob and Greg have high hopes.” Greg’s older brother, Wade, was keeping their grandparents’ estate open long past any semblance of sanity. Greg had told us his brother’s request was simple, and nonnegotiable. He wanted three-quarters of everything, despite how the will read, what their own parents said, or what the letter from their grandparents themselves outlined. Greg’s grandparents had died the year before when a gas leak and subsequent explosion in their home had taken them both. They’d ignored their grown children in their joint wills, instead leaving an estate approaching two hundred thousand dollars to their two grandchildren, to be divided equally between them.

Apparently, it was the last part that Wade had trouble with.

“I honestly didn’t think he’d ever budge,” Maddy said. “I’ve heard of people who never back down.”

“It happens.” When our parents had died, there had been just enough money to pay their bills, a perfect arrangement in my mind. They’d enjoyed themselves up to the very end, and while I’d hated to see them go, they’d left this world as close to breaking even as I would have thought possible. In a way, they left us the greatest gift of all, precious memories instead of stocks and bonds. I wouldn’t have traded a million dollars for the memories I had of them, and I knew my sister wouldn’t, either.

“Trust me, I’m not naïve enough to think it doesn’t,” she said, “but more than that, it’s not uncommon for the eldest son to expect more than his siblings. Some folks believe it’s the right way to handle things. They’re like royalty. Once there’s a successor to the throne, the rest of the boys are just spares. It’s got to be tough on Greg dealing with that, on top of losing his grandparents.”

“He’s handling it better than either one of us would,” I said.

To her credit, my sister didn’t protest the assertion.

She stood there a second, and then asked, “I wonder what made Wade change his mind?”

I smiled. “Greg thinks he knows. His brother’s been counting on getting his hands on some of that money, and from the sound of it, he’s taken out some loans that weren’t issued by any bank, if you know what I mean. Evidently the collecting agents are getting antsy and applying a whole new kind of pressure to Wade.”

“How stupid is he?” Maddy asked. “That’s just begging for trouble.”

“Hey, it’s probably the only thing that’s motivating him to come to the bargaining table. Apparently, Wade doesn’t make that much working as a bookkeeper for Roger Henderson. Bob’s brokering the deal, so we should know something when Greg comes back.” I gave my sister a stern look as I added, “Don’t interrogate him about it, though. It’s his life, and if he wants to tell us, he will. Otherwise, it’s none of our business.”

Maddy just laughed. “You don’t think there’s a chance on earth I’m going to agree to that, do you?”

“No, but I can hope, can’t I?”

“Whatever gets you through the afternoon,” Maddy said.

Greg walked into the pizzeria kitchen two minutes later, a thunderstorm dancing in his eyes.

“Do I even need to ask how it went?” I asked as I handed him his apron.

“What do you think? It’s the same old Wade. No matter how much my parents protest the fact that their darling little Wade has finally changed, they just don’t realize that the only way he’s changed is that he’s gotten better at lying to them.” As Greg threw his apron on over his head, he added, “He’s not fooling me, though.”

“Does he honestly want more than half?” Maddy asked.

I would have chided her about the intrusion, but I kept my mouth shut. I wanted to know the answer to that one myself.

“Oh, yes,” Greg said. “Only he’s not going to get it. I could use the money, but I’m not as desperate as he is. I stormed out of the meeting. You should have heard the garbage I had to listen to from him. I told him I’d rather see the money go to the lawyers than give in to him. He might not have believed me before, but I’ve got a hunch he finally got the message. You know what? I meant every word of it. If he’s going to be this stubborn about it, I’ll finish school, pay off my loans when I can, and just let him hang in the wind. We’ve got three more years before the courts intervene.”

“He could sue you, couldn’t he?”

“Bob says that Wade would have to agree to a contingency fee if he did that, so at least my brother knows that he’ll make even less if he takes me to court. He might be a greedy jerk, but he’s generally not that stupid.” Greg looked at us both for a moment, then said, “I don’t get it.”

“Get what?” I asked.

“How do you two get along so well? You’re two sisters who work together. If I’m in the same room with my brother for more than three minutes, a fight breaks out.”

“We fight,” Maddy said.

“Trust me, we do,” I added.

“But you genuinely care for each other,” Greg said, shaking his head sadly. “I wish I had that, more than I could ever tell you.” After a moment of silence, he said softly, “I had a sister. Did I ever tell you that?”

I’d known Greg and his family practically all of his life, but I hadn’t known that. “What happened to her?”

“She died three days after she was born,” Greg said. “She would have been the oldest, and Wade would have been put in his place. My parents were so happy when my brother survived, they gave him a double dose of love, and I got stuck with the scraps.”

Greg wasn’t being the least bit melodramatic. Though Wade had been in and out of trouble all of his life, Greg had been the faithful, true, obedient son, for all the good it did him in his parents’ eyes. Wade was the favorite, Greg was the spare. No wonder Wade felt so entitled, considering the way he’d been raised. It didn’t make it right, but it did make sense, in his skewed family dynamic.

I couldn’t take the weight of Greg’s sadness. “You know, Maddy and I think of you as family,” I said.

My sister didn’t say a word. She just reached out and patted his shoulder.

Greg nodded briefly, then wiped at his eyes with the back of his arm. “These allergies are killing me. I’d better get to work.”

Greg hurried out into the dining room, but Maddy stayed behind. “That boy got a rotten deal in life, didn’t he?”

I nodded. “He hasn’t let it spoil him, though. He’s tough.”

“He’s not that tough,” Maddy said.

“Then he’s coping. Greg’s a survivor. He’ll deal with his brother, and if he needs us, all we can do is be here for him.”

“We can, and we will,” Maddy said. She peeked out the door, and then added, “We’ve got some customers, so I’d better get out there and give him a hand.”

“Maddy, don’t say anything else to him about what happened at Bob’s office this afternoon, okay?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” she said. She started to leave, hesitated, then turned around and wrapped me in her arms. “I love you, Sis.”

“I love you, too,” I said, startled by her declaration. Maddy wasn’t the kind of woman ordinarily to show affection, unless it was toward her latest marriage target.

After she was gone, I got out the broom and started to make another circuit of the kitchen floor before I began cooking. The place could never be too clean for me, and the health inspector had given us a string of nearly perfect scores since we’d opened the pizzeria.

Maddy came rushing into the back as I was finishing up, and she startled me so much that I dropped my broom.

I hoped and prayed nothing had gone wrong. “What is it? Did something happen?”

She leaned down to pick up my broom, then handed it to me as she said, “Relax, Eleanor. A big group just came in, and I wanted to give you a heads-up so you could get started on crusts.”

“How many people are we talking about?” I asked.

Maddy smiled. “I was going to call you after you got things started, but I can’t wait that long. Look out the door.”

I wasn’t sure what to expect, and I thought I was ready for just about anything, but I was still surprised to find twenty-five Elvis Presley impersonators milling about the restaurant when I peeked out through the door. The Elvis imitators were white, black, Asian, Hispanic, men, women, and one kid who couldn’t even be in his teens yet. “What on earth is going on?”

“They’re headed to Graceland in Memphis,” Maddy said.

“And they’re driving through Timber Ridge?” I asked as I openly stared at them.

“They started in D.C. and they’re headed down to I-40 West,” she explained. “It’s a pilgrimage. Can you believe it?”

“On days like today, I can believe just about anything.”

Greg joined us, and I could see him smiling despite his earlier bad mood. “This is so cool.” He looked at his order pad, and then asked me, “Can you make fried peanut-butter-and-banana sandwiches?”

“I could, but I’m not going to,” I said. “They can order off the menu like everyone else.”

“That’s what I told them. They said they’d settle for five large specials if you wouldn’t do these.”

“That I can do,” I said as I headed back to the kitchen. As I knuckled my freshly made dough into pans, I started an assembly line putting the pizzas together. I’d have to chop and slice more toppings before the dinner crowd showed up, but I didn’t mind. Maybe tonight we’d make up for some of the slow days we had at the Slice every now and then. There was nothing like a stuffed cash register to make me smile. Money wasn’t the source of happiness for me, nor was it the root of all evil. It was simply a way to keep A Slice of Delight up and running. Honestly, without the pizzeria, I didn’t know what I’d do with myself.

As the pizzas went onto the conveyor heading into the oven, I kept loading the line until each one was waiting its turn. As they cooked, I started restocking our toppings bins for our evening shift.

When Maddy rejoined me, she spotted the first pizza coming out of the oven and grabbed a pair of tongs. “Mind if I give you a hand? The natives are getting restless.”

“Be my guest,” I said. “Did you leave Greg out there all alone?”

“Are you kidding me? He’s having the time of his life. Who knew he was such an Elvis fan?”

“It appears there’s a great deal we don’t know about him,” I said.

Maddy transferred the first pizza to a serving platter and cut it into eight slices. “Keep them coming,” she called out to me as she disappeared back into the dining room.

I stopped chopping peppers and took her place at the far end of the conveyor. By the time I delivered the pizzas, I had three new orders for dessert pizzas from the traveling impersonators, so I started on those so they’d be ready in time. It was a different kind of pizza altogether, featuring cookie dough crust with melted chocolate on top and drizzled with icing to finish it off. I also made an apple cinnamon dessert pizza some days, but I was fresh out of ingredients for that one.

As I delivered the desserts, my efforts were met with an appreciative audience. A few of my regulars had wandered in, and I was afraid they’d be put off by the dining Elvis group. Instead, they seemed to act as though I was providing them with entertainment along with their meal. My husband and I had talked about putting a jukebox in as soon as we could afford one, but the dream had died with Joe. As it was, I couldn’t see how the investment would pay for itself, and I had to keep a close eye on the bottom line, or I wouldn’t be able to afford luxuries like electricity and water.

I moved to the cash register, and nearly without exception, as they paid for their meals, every member of the Elvis entourage said, “Thank you, thank you very much.”

By the time they were gone, I needed a break, and from the expression on the charter bus driver’s face, so did he.

Neither one of us was going to get one, though.

I helped Maddy and Greg clean up; then I returned to the kitchen to finish prepping more toppings.

We had a brisk business for the rest of the day, and I kept busy making orders as they came in. We could handle the crowds most of the time with just two or three of us, but there were times when I could have used an extra set of hands. Josh Hurley, the chief of police’s son, had supplied that help at one time, but the chief wasn’t all that eager to have his only son return to work for me.

I decided that particular foolishness had gone on long enough.

I called the police station, and wasn’t surprised when Helen Murphy answered. She was the receptionist and dispatcher for our local law enforcement, and I didn’t think I’d ever called there when she didn’t answer the telephone herself.

“Helen, it’s Eleanor Swift,” I said.

“Hello, Eleanor. What can I do for you?”

“I was wondering if I could talk to the chief.”

She hesitated, then asked softly, “Do you mean he’s not there yet?”

“No, why would he come here?”

Helen was about to tell me when the kitchen door opened, and the chief himself stepped in. “Never mind, he just walked through the door.”

“Were you looking for me?” he asked. Kevin Hurley was tall and lanky, and I could see a smattering of gray creeping into his temples, which didn’t make me feel any younger, since I was a year older.

“That can wait. What brings you to my pizzeria?”

He frowned at me as he admitted, “It’s Josh. He’s been hounding me for months to talk to you, and I hate to say it, but my son has finally worn me down. He wants to know if he can come back to work.”

“That’s always been your decision, not mine,” I said. Kevin had forbidden his son to work for me during a recent bad time, and I was beginning to believe that the ban had become permanent.

“Well, he’s driving me nuts, and I don’t care what his mother says, I think you should hire him back. He’s only got a month left until he leaves for his summer college classes, but it would be great if he could spend some of that time working here for you.”

“I don’t want to cause trouble at home for you,” I said. Kevin’s wife, Marybeth, wasn’t a big fan of mine, and if I was being honest about it, the feeling was pretty much mutual.

“Don’t worry about that, I can handle it.” He stared at his hands as he asked, “So, what do you say? Can he come back to work?”

“Are you sure you’re okay with it?” I asked softly.

“I’m tired of his attitude,” Kevin said. “I’d consider it a personal favor.”

“Then it’s done. Tell him he can start this evening.”

“How about tomorrow?” Kevin asked. “He’s got a big test tomorrow he needs to study for.”

“Why don’t you have him call me and we’ll work a schedule out.”

“He’ll call you within the hour.” Kevin moved toward the door; then he paused for a second. “What was it that you wanted to talk to me about?”

I wasn’t about to admit that it was the same topic of his son’s employment. The way things had worked out, the chief of police was going to feel obligated to me, and it might be leverage I would need sooner or later. “I was just wondering if you’d heard anything about the rezoned parking in back. Are they really going to get rid of it to widen the alley?”

“It’s not up to me,” he said, “but I honestly doubt it. The town council has it on the agenda once a year, but it never passes. If you’re worried about it, you could always talk to the mayor.”

“I have been, but he’s not exactly my biggest fan. I thought you might know something. Thanks, anyway. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got work to do.”

“Thanks again, Ellie,” he said, and before I could voice my displeasure at the ancient pet name, he was gone. Only a handful of people had ever called me “Ellie,” and just two men ever got away with it. I loved the way my name sounded when my husband, Joe, had said it, but Kevin’s intonation just brought back the hurt he had caused me in school. Maybe he wasn’t the only one holding a grudge about what had happened all those years ago. I’d caught him with the woman he eventually married. The only problem had been that he’d been dating me at the time, too.

“Get over it, Eleanor,” I scolded myself aloud. “That was a lifetime ago.”

Maddy came into the kitchen and looked around. “Who were you just talking to?”

“I was giving myself a little pep talk,” I admitted.

Her eyes widened for a second, and then she said, “All right, that’s good to know. When you’re finished cheering yourself on, I’ve got another order for you. Come on, Eleanor, you can do it. Make that pizza. Make that pizza. Rah, rah, rah.”

“I love it when you’re funny,” I said as I took the order from her. “I don’t mean now. I mean when you’re actually amusing.”

I started working the crust into the pan when I realized she was still lingering by the kitchen door.

“Was there something else?”

“Aren’t you going to tell me what he said?” Maddy asked.

“Who are we talking about?” I responded, playing as dumb as I dared, and fighting to keep a straight face as I did it.

“Don’t give me that. What did the police chief want? And don’t tell me he was ordering a pizza. I saw the look on his face when he came into the Slice.”

I thought about stringing her along, but I had work to do, and so did she. “He wanted to know if Josh could come back to work.”

“It’s about time,” she said.

“Better late than never.”

“Is he coming tonight?” Maddy asked as she looked around at the disarray my kitchen had become.

“No such luck. Maybe tomorrow, though. Do you think you can handle things until then?”

“Are you kidding? Greg and I are acting like a well-oiled machine out there.”

“Then I suggest you get back to it,” I said as I added the layer of cheese that went down on top of the sauce, and just before the pepperoni.

“Slave driver,” my sister said as she darted through the door before I could respond.

All I could do was laugh. It would be good getting my best staff back together, though it was about to change again soon. Josh would be going away before long, and I’d have to hire his replacement. I liked the way a student kept the Slice tied in with the local school, and besides, an eager teenager properly motivated was a blessing to my business. I’d hired a few duds over the years, but they’d quickly quit once they saw how hard the work was. When I found someone I could count on, a hard worker who didn’t complain and generally showed up on time, I always figured out a way to bump their pay to keep them happy.

Now I’d have to start interviewing again, a job I dearly dreaded.

But not today.

At the moment, I had a full dining room, two hard workers serving out front, and a plentiful supply of dough and toppings.

It was all I could ask for.

A little later, there was a knock at the pizzeria’s back door, but I ignored it. We used it to take in supplies during regular business hours, and sometimes we even got to our cars that way, but mostly having a door there was more of a nuisance than anything else.

The knocking became a pounding, and I got a little aggravated.

“Come around to the front,” I yelled through the door.

“Eleanor, it’s Paul.”

I recognized my favorite baker’s voice instantly. I glanced at the clock and saw that it was almost nine o’clock. For a baker, that was like three A.M. for anyone else.

“Paul, aren’t you out a little past your bedtime?”

“Tell me about it,” he said as I let him in. He was a tall and handsome young man in his late twenties, with a black goatee and big brown eyes. “I’d normally be asleep by now, but I was on a date.”

“I don’t need to know any more. From the look on your face, it didn’t turn out too well, did it?”

He nodded. “Since I’m up anyway, could you make me a small cheese pizza? I can’t deal with people out front right now.”

As I got out some dough and started kneading it into the pan, I said, “Pull up a stool. Tell you what, I won’t even charge you for this, if you keep me company and tell me what was so bad with this woman.”

He did as I asked, and as I added sauce and cheese, Paul said, “She’s a night owl. In fact, she said she doesn’t start coming alive until ten at night. Not exactly a perfect match, is she? Why do I let my mom fix me up with these girls? I’m never going to learn.”

“Come on, there’s no harm in being a hopeless romantic,” I said.

“Well, I’ve got the first part down pat, I’m hopeless, all right. I need to find a girl who works the same hours I do, but how am I going to do that?”

“It can be a cold world out there, but you can’t give up.”

He looked sadder than I’d ever seen him. Then he mumbled something so softly, I couldn’t quite make it out.

“What did you say?”

“Nothing,” Paul said, just a little louder.

“I know better than that. Now tell me, or I’ll eat your pizza myself.”

“I was out of line, Eleanor. I’ll pay for the pizza, if I can get it to go. I’m not fit to be around anyone tonight.”

I stood in front of him. “That wasn’t our deal. I want to know what you said.”

He looked at me steadily, silently pleading for me to drop it, but I couldn’t do it. I’d just figured out what he’d said.

“I’m not going to tell you.”

“Then I’ll tell you. You said that I’ve given up on romance.”

He hung his head even lower. “So you heard me after all.”

“It took a minute to figure it out.” I took his hands in mine. “Paul, look at me.”

He was reluctant to at first, but finally he lifted his head.

When he did, I said, “I found my one true love with Joe. That’s what’s different about my situation.”

He held my stare. “Eleanor, do you really believe we just get one love in our lives?”

“If we’re lucky,” I said, releasing his hands. I glanced at the conveyor and saw that his pizza was ready. After I sliced it and boxed it up, I handed it to him.

“I still think I should pay for this,” he said as he took it.

“Tell you what. Next time I want to indulge in one of your éclairs, you can look the other way when it comes time to pay.”

That brought out a smile. “That’s what I love, the barter system. Still, one éclair isn’t worth as much as one of your pizzas.”

“That’s a matter of opinion,” I said. “But if you insist, I’m sure Maddy wouldn’t say no to one, too.”

“It’s a deal.” He took the box, and then as I let him back out through the rear door, he said, “I’m sorry if I ruined your evening. I shouldn’t have bothered you on a night when I feel so sad.”

“Nonsense. Friends are for rainy days, and sunny ones, too. Anytime you need to talk, you know where I am.”

“Thanks.”

I let him out, and then locked the door behind him. Paul was a good man with a strong and caring heart, and I hoped that one day he’d find his own true love.

I’d meant what I’d said about mine. For me, it had been Joe, and would always be Joe.

I had a great life, and for the most part, I enjoyed every minute of it.

It was good being me.

At least it was until later that night when someone stuck a gun in my face.




Chapter 2

“Don’t do anything stupid and I won’t hurt you,” the masked man said as he poked the handgun toward me.

“Why don’t you rob a bank like everyone else does?” I asked, still clutching the deposit bag with the night’s receipts. Maddy and Greg had worked so hard during the rush that I’d sent them both home early. Ordinarily, my sister never would have taken me up on my offer, but she’d had a headache and had leapt at the chance to escape.

The funny thing was that I hadn’t even been nervous walking at night to my car through the breezeway between two buildings to the alley behind the pizzeria, where I parked my Subaru.

Apparently, I’d been wrong not to expect something.

“Don’t make me shoot you, lady,” the robber said, his voice muffled by the mask he was wearing. I tried to figure out how I could describe him to the police after this was over, but he was so average in height and build that it was almost painful. It didn’t help matters that he was covered from head to toe in black, including the ski mask that had to have obscured his vision. I couldn’t even see the color of his eyes through the mask, though I kept trying to ignore the gun shoved in my face. It was tougher to do than it sounded.

“Last warning,” he said, and I saw a gloved finger start to move toward the trigger.

“Take it,” I said as I tried to give the deposit bag to him in a rush.

The problem was that my hand was shaking so much that I dropped it before he could grab it. He swore as the bag hit the ground and sprang open. I’d been meaning to replace it since the zipper had busted two months ago, but I hadn’t gotten around to it.

He knelt down in front of me to scoop up the cash and receipts, and for a second, I thought about hitting him over the head with my purse. It wasn’t as bad a choice of weapons as it might have appeared, since it was loaded down with lots of nice, heavy things, but before I could act on my impulse, he looked up at me, gestured with the gun, and then just shook his head.

No words needed to be spoken. He was warning me, and I was going to go along with his silent demand. After all, it was only money, and I could always make more, though tonight’s take wouldn’t be that easy to replace.

Still, it wasn’t worth dying over.

He stood again, then quickly ran down the alley toward a cluster of other buildings before I could even get my breath back.

I called the police dispatcher on my cell phone as I leaned against my car, still shaking from the potentially deadly encounter.

“I need to speak with Kevin Hurley,” I said.

“He’s clocked out for the day,” Helen Murphy explained. “I thought you said he already came by your restaurant tonight.”

“Then send someone else,” I screamed, not meaning to raise my voice, but having no real control over it. “I’ve just been robbed.”

Helen’s voice softened immediately. “Are you all right, Eleanor?”

I took a second to get my breath, and then said, “No, but I will be.”

“He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

“Not physically, but my nerves are jumping all over the place,” I said as I slumped even lower against the driver’s-side door. “Just send someone over to the alley behind the Slice as soon as you can, Helen, would you?”

“It won’t be a minute,” she said. “Stay on the line until someone shows up.” I could hear her making a call on the police radio, and she was as good as her word. It couldn’t have been sixty seconds before I saw a squad car rushing toward me.

I felt a little bit of relief when I realized it wasn’t the police chief. I didn’t want to deal with Kevin Hurley, especially not yet, but my joy was short-lived when I saw another squad car closely following the first one.

It appeared that our chief of police wasn’t about to leave this for one of his employees.

It somehow made a very bad situation even worse.






“You just can’t stay out of trouble, can you?” Kevin asked me after he determined that I was okay.

“Come on, Chief, it’s not like it was her fault,” the policeman who’d first answered the call said.

Kevin iced him with a deadly glare, then said, “Garvin, you’re new, so I’m going to give you one chance to question my judgment. And guess what? You just used yours up. Now get back on patrol.”

The new officer turned slightly green as he made his way back to his cruiser.

“You didn’t have to be so hard on him,” I said after Officer Garvin was gone, “especially when he was right.”

“Don’t you start on me,” he said.

“What are you going to do, punish me, too?”

“Eleanor, you don’t understand. He’s got the chance to become a good cop someday, but he needs to learn his place in the pecking order of things, or he’ll never make it.”

I was mad now, my fear displaced by my anger. “How about me, Chief? Do I need to learn my place as well?”

The police chief took a step back, apparently surprised that I still had a bite to go along with my bark. I didn’t know why he’d ever think otherwise. I’d never given him any indication in the entire time he’d known me that he could boss me around.

“I’m sorry,” he said after a long sigh. “I’m just worried that this could have been much worse.”

“I’m not stupid,” I answered, managing to speak a little softer than I had before. “I wasn’t about to argue with him. He wanted my money, and he had a gun pointed at me, so I gave my deposit to him. End of story.”

Kevin nodded, then said, “I have a thought, if you’re in any mood to hear one from me.”

“Go on. I’m listening,” I said.

“You really should get a safe for the pizza place and take your deposits to the bank the next day on your afternoon break. Eleanor, you shouldn’t be carrying money around with you at night when you’re all by yourself.”

I could tell he was bracing himself for a blast, but I didn’t have any more fight in me. “You know what? You’re right. It’s a little like locking the barn door after the horse is loose, but I’ll buy a safe tomorrow.”

“And you need a better alarm system,” he added.

“Don’t push your luck. I can barely afford to stay in business as it is.” I waved a hand at his paperwork. “Are we finished here? I just want to go home.”

“Just sign this and you’ll be finished for now,” he said as he handed me the report he’d been working on since he’d first arrived.

I did as he asked, and he handed me a copy of it. “There’s not much chance you’ll get that money back, you know that, don’t you?”

I nodded. “I know. Right now I just want to forget this ever happened.”

“In Timber Ridge? You’re kidding, right? You’re going to have to tell this story two dozen times before the week is over, and you know it.”

“Just let me have my fantasy a little while longer, okay? Good night, Chief.”

“What happened to calling me Kevin?” he asked.

“When you come in for pizza, or ask me something about your son, I’ll call you Kevin, but not when you’re here on business.”

He waited until I got into my Subaru and drove away. I half-expected him to follow me home, but he must have had other, more pressing business to attend to besides acting as a police escort to a shaky ex-girlfriend.

I debated calling my sister, knowing she’d left the Slice with a raging headache, but I realized that if I didn’t, she’d never forgive me. I pulled out my cell phone and punched in her number as I drove.

“Hey, it’s me,” I said.

“Miss me already?” Maddy asked.

“I just got robbed.”

She laughed, then hesitated. “Don’t do that, it hurts when I laugh.” There was a brief pause, and then she added, “Wait a second. You’re not serious, are you?”

“I wish I were kidding, but I’m not. He got all of today’s cash, including the money the Elvis entourage spent, and all of our receipts.”

“Forget the money. Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine. He stuck a gun in my face, and that was about all I could see. Not that much skin was showing otherwise. The robber was wearing a heavy coat, jeans, work boots, and a ski mask.”

“Did you at least recognize his voice?”

“Do you think someone I know robbed me?” The volume of my voice tripled as I said it. Being robbed by a stranger was one thing, but having someone I knew hold a gun on me was a thousand times worse.

“Hey, settle down. I didn’t mean anything by it. It was just a question.”

“Sorry, my nerves are a little frayed.”

Maddy said, “Come over to my place. I’ve still got your pajamas here, and there’s a new toothbrush still in its wrapper waiting for you.”

“I should go home,” I said.

“Why?” she asked. “You shouldn’t be alone tonight.”

“You’ve got a headache.”

“It’s getting better by the minute. No more excuses. Come on.”

“You know what? You’re right, I don’t need to be alone tonight,” I said as I turned my car around and started for her apartment. “I’ll be there in five minutes.”

“I’ll put the popcorn on,” she said. “We’ll make it a party.”

“Thanks, but I just want to go to bed and try to forget what happened.”

Maddy shifted gears instantly. “We can do that, too.”

I shoved my telephone back into my purse, and then as I drove to my sister’s place, I thought about what had happened. Something she’d said had really shaken me up. I hadn’t told Kevin, but I was just beginning to realize that there had been something familiar about that voice.

I’d heard it before, even though the robber had tried to disguise it.

The question was, where?

The more I concentrated on isolating it, the fuzzier it got. I decided that the only way I was going to identify it was to forget all about it and let my subconscious have a crack at it.

But I couldn’t help feeling nauseous when I realized that someone I knew had threatened me with a gun and had taken all my cash.






Maddy was waiting by the front door of her apartment, and as I got out of the car, she flashed her lights for me.

I walked up the stairs, fighting the irrational urge to run. Until that moment, I hadn’t fully realized just how terrified I was. Stress was like that for me sometimes, hitting me with a delayed reaction long after I was out of danger. It took everything I had not to keep looking behind me, afraid I might see that masked gunman again.

My sister didn’t say a word; she just wrapped me in an embrace the second I reached her. “I’m so glad you’re all right. We’ve got to come up with a better way to handle our money.”

“I know,” I said as I disengaged myself from her grasp. “Kevin suggested we buy a safe, and said that we should make afternoon deposits instead of night drops. For once, I have to agree with him.”

“Hey, even a broken clock is right twice a day,” she said with a smile. “Why should the chief of police be wrong every time he says something? Come on in, I’ve got some hot chocolate simmering on the stovetop.”

“I said I wasn’t in the mood for a party, and that includes those famous chocolate bombardment bashes you’re so famous for.”

“This is just a little toddy to help you sleep,” she said. “Hot cocoa always did have that effect on you.”

“Sure, okay, that sounds good.”

I took the mug she offered and sipped it gratefully. It was warm, but not too hot to savor, and just holding the toasty mug in my hand made me feel better.

“Was it horrible?” Maddy asked softly.

“It was pretty scary,” I admitted.

She nodded, as if that was enough. “Then there’s no reason to talk about it. Let’s change the subject, shall we?”

“I’m all out of topics of conversation,” I said.

“That’s all right,” she said with a laugh. “We both know that I can more than monopolize any conversation.”

I laughed along with her, and realized that coming to her place had been the perfect decision. Maddy had her faults—I knew them more than anyone else, even her exhusbands—but she loved me, and she could nearly always make me smile, a rare enough event on days like today.

After the hot chocolate was gone, I stifled a yawn, then excused myself and made my way to her guest bedroom. I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to sleep after what had happened, but to my surprise, I was out before my head hit the pillow.
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There was a note on the door of the Slice when we opened the next morning. My hands shook a little as I opened it, but I was relieved to see that it was from David Quinton: Eleanor. You weren’t home last night. Call me as soon as you get this. David.

Maddy asked, “Who is that from?”

“Nobody,” I said as I started to crumple it up and put it in my pocket.

“Come on, don’t hold out on me,” she said, and snatched it out of my hand.

She read the note aloud as I unlocked the door. “I think it’s sweet.”

“You would,” I said as I started to lock up behind us.

She followed me to the kitchen, where I immediately started making our dough for the day. As I got out the ingredients, she asked, “What are you doing?”

“I don’t know. I figure there’s a good chance that somebody’s going to want pizza today, so I figured I’d better make some dough. I’m kind of crazy that way sometimes.”

She shook her head. “You know what I mean. Before you do anything else, you need to call David.”

I ignored her suggestion and continued working on the dough. “You can call him if you want to, but I’ve got work to do.”

“Eleanor, it’s clear that he’s worried about you.” She grabbed the telephone and shoved it toward me. “It will just take two seconds.”

“You don’t honestly think that, do you? Even if it were true, it’s two seconds I don’t want to spend talking to him. Maddy, I’m not ready to have a conversation with anybody about what happened.”

“You talked to me last night.”

“Just barely, and you’re my family.” I attempted to ignore the phone, but the more I tried, the more adamant my sister became that I call him.

I finished adding yeast to the water, mixing the flour and other ingredients together, and turning on the mixer before I finally took it from her. “Fine. I’m calling him right now, so back off, all right?”

“That’s all I’m asking,” she said.

As I dialed David’s number, Maddy asked, “Do you want me to give you some privacy?”

“Why on earth would I want you to do that?” I asked.

David picked up on the first ring, and before I could even say hello, he asked, “Eleanor? Are you all right?”

“I’m fine, David, but I can’t really talk. I’m up to my elbows in dough right now.” That wasn’t strictly the truth, but I had work to do.

“You never came home last night,” he said, an undertone of accusation in his voice. “I waited until one A.M.”

“You shouldn’t have done that,” I said.

“I didn’t mind. As soon as I heard about what happened, I needed to see you. I had to make sure you were okay.”

“I stayed with Maddy last night,” I said, cradling the telephone between my shoulder and my neck so I could check on the dough, steadily stirring away in the floor stand mixer.

“Of course you did, that makes sense. I should have looked for you there.”

“No, you shouldn’t have,” I said. My patience was just about worn out with him, and I couldn’t keep from letting it show in my voice.

“Are you seriously going to act like you’re the one who’s hurt? I’m really surprised you didn’t call me after what happened to you, and more than a little disappointed. Eleanor, I have a right to know how you are.”

“And tell me, why is that, David?” I saw Maddy warning me off, but I was on a roll and wasn’t about to stop. She’d wanted me to make this telephone call, so she was going to have to live with the consequences of it. I didn’t even try to ease the anger in my voice as I said, “We’re not dating, as I’ve told you a hundred times before. We have a meal together once a week, but if you think that gives you some kind of proprietary interest in my well-being, then you’re mistaken.”

“Sorry,” he said, the hurt clear in his voice. “I was just concerned about you.”

“You needn’t be. I’m fine, which I believe we already established. Is that all you wanted to talk to me about? I can’t really talk. I’m busy right now. I have to get the Slice ready to open.”

He paused a moment, then said softly, “The reason I was looking for you last night was that I wanted to tell you that I won’t be able to make dinner this week. Something came up at the last minute.”

He hung up before I had a chance to say anything else to him.

“How do you like that? He just canceled on me,” I said as I hung the telephone back into its cradle.

“Are you honestly surprised?” Maddy asked. “What’s gotten into you? You just treated him like caring about you was something criminal.”

“He doesn’t have the right to worry about me,” I said, getting back to my dough. “We’re just friends.” It was time to turn off the mixer and take the mixture out so I could knead the dough on the counter.

“You didn’t have to stomp on him so hard,” she said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you drove him off for good.”

“I can’t do anything about that now, can I?” I said, trying to keep my voice confident as I spoke. I’d been frustrated with David—there was no doubt about that—but I hadn’t meant to be so mean to him. It generally wasn’t in my nature, but I was still upset about being robbed the night before, and his implication that I should have come running to him didn’t sit well with me. I was a little too old to have to check in with someone whenever something went wrong in my life, even him.

Maddy bit her lip; then she said softly, “Eleanor, I wonder if you should call him back and apologize.”

I’d had enough of this particular conversation, from just about every angle. “If you want to chat with him, just hit redial. Me, I’m done talking to him at the moment.”

“I think I’ll work out front a little,” Maddy said, even though she still had vegetables to prep for the day.

“You know what? That’s just a swell idea,” I said, making sure she caught the sarcasm in my voice. As close as we were, there were sometimes when I needed space away from my sister.

After Maddy left the kitchen, I started working the dough. It felt good kneading the soft mass, folding and refolding it again and again. I got out a lot of frustrations that way most mornings, but today it was a little less than satisfying. I felt rotten, and I knew exactly why. Maddy was right. I’d been far too short-tempered with David, and while I didn’t need to check in with him every hour on the hour, I did owe him more respectful treatment than I’d just given him. I hated when she was right, especially when it meant that I was wrong. It was pretty clear that David wasn’t the only one who merited one of my apologies.

I put the well-kneaded dough in a bowl coated with oil, lightly brushed the top, then covered the whole thing and put it under the proofing lamp to give the yeast a chance to kick in. I had an hour before I had to touch it again, which gave me plenty of time to make that telephone call.

David didn’t answer, though I suspected he was listening as I left my message. “Listen, I’m sorry I was so abrupt with you. It was nice of you to worry about me, but I meant what I said. I’m fine. Call me later if you feel like it.”

Leaving a message wasn’t nearly as satisfying as making the apology to him directly. It somehow felt like I was taking the coward’s way out.

That left one more apology I needed to make.

I was getting ready to head out front to take care of it when Maddy started to come into the kitchen.

She stopped short and peeked in through the door. “Is it safe to come in?”

I grabbed the cleaver we used to chop the meat for our steak pizza special. “Sure, I’m just fooling around with this big knife.”

“I thought I heard you on the phone,” she said as she edged in. “Did you call someone?”

“You have the ears of a bat,” I said. “If you must know, I called David.”

“You didn’t chew him out again, did you?”

“No,” I said, putting the cleaver down. “I called him to apologize.”

“That’s wonderful,” she said with a smile.

“He wasn’t home. At least he didn’t pick up.” Maddy frowned, and before she could say anything, I added, “I left him a message, so don’t say anything else about it. I was wrong, and I admit it. I apologized to him, and this is about the only apology you’re going to get from me about this. Can we just move on?”

To my surprise, she agreed. “The front’s all set up now, so I’m ready to get the toppings going.” As she started pulling peppers out of the refrigerator, she asked, “Is Greg coming by today?”

“I’m not sure. He’s got class this afternoon,” I said.

“So it’s just the two of us.”

“No, Josh Hurley is coming in sometime. I’m just not sure when.” I’d chatted with him briefly on the telephone after his father had come by the Slice, and he’d promised to come by as soon as he could.

“That’s great. We can handle things until school’s out,” Maddy said. “I’m surprised Marybeth and Kevin are letting him come back to work.”

“From the sound of it, he’s driving them both crazy pacing around the house. Kevin made it sound like I was doing him a favor when I agreed to let Josh come back.”

“It will be good seeing him again,” Maddy said. “I’ve missed his odd sense of humor, haven’t you?”

“Let’s just say I won’t mind not being spread so thin.” Josh and my sister had the same skewed sense of humor, one that I didn’t always get. They seemed to find the oddest things hilarious, leaving me in the dark about why some of the moments that sparked spontaneous laughter worked for them and not for me.





Bob Lemon stuck his head into the kitchen an hour after we opened. “You doing okay?” he asked as I was making a specialty pizza–club sandwich.

“I’m fine. How are you?”

I’d already had four telephone calls and two visits, all with the express purpose of checking up on me. It was one of the good things about living in a small town, and one of the bad ones, too. Most folks knew what was going on before the newspaper printed it, and all in all, they were supportive of me, which was a nice feeling indeed, but sometimes it felt like we were all living just a little too close.

“Oh, I’m just dandy, but then again, I didn’t get robbed last night,” he said.

“Don’t feel left out. Maybe he’ll get around to you tonight.”

Bob laughed. “Lawyers are notorious for not carrying much cash on them. I doubt I’d be worth the bother.”

“You and I both know that, but does he?” I asked. I liked that Bob had allowed me to keep the conversation playful. There had been enough hand-wringing to suit me for a long time.

“If he still comes after me, then I’ll have to overwhelm him with my skills,” Bob said.

I looked him over. “Don’t tell me you’d challenge him with your fists.”

Bob laughed at that. “Trust me, the last thing in the world you ever want to do is get into a fistfight with a lawyer.”

“I didn’t realize attorneys were that tough.”

“It’s not the fight that hurts, it’s the years you end up in court afterward being sued. No, my main talent is talking. I’d have him handing me his wallet before the whole thing was over.”

“I don’t doubt that for an instant,” I said. I slid the sandwich I’d been preparing onto the conveyor, and then I asked, “Is there something I can get you?”

“No, I already ate at my desk. I just came by to check on you.”

I made a big checkmark in the air. “You can cross that off your list, then.”

Maddy came back with an order, and then she said to Bob, “Don’t you have better things to do than harass my chef? We’re working here.”

“Sorry,” Bob said, though it was clear he wasn’t remorseful at all. He glanced at our clock, then added, “I have to run, anyway. I’m due in court in seven minutes.”

Since it was a brisk walk from the pizzeria, I knew he wouldn’t have any trouble making it in time. That was another good thing about living in Timber Ridge. Most places were just a stroll away.

After he was gone, Maddy said, “Nancy Taylor and Emily Haynes both wanted me to tell you that they’re glad you’re okay.”

Nancy was our postmistress, while Emily was Dr. Patrick’s dental hygienist.

“You know,” Maddy said, “maybe it would be easier if you worked the front today and I made the food. It would save everyone a lot of trouble sending you messages through me.”

“I probably should do exactly that,” I said as I wiped my hands on my apron. I knew my friends were there to support me, and it wasn’t fair of me to hide in my own kitchen, no matter how uncomfortable the attention they gave made me feel.

“Funny, I was kind of hoping you’d say no,” Maddy said. My sister made it clear that she was most at ease working the front, though she was perfectly capable of preparing everything we offered on our menu. I’d made sure of it right after she’d come to work with me, and while I’d been grieving over losing Joe, Maddy had held the Slice together with all she had. It was something I would be forever grateful to her for doing.

“I really don’t have much choice,” I said. “We’re both going to have to grin and bear it for now, aren’t we?”

“I suppose,” she said as she put on her apron.

I grabbed an order pad and said, “Thanks, Maddy. I know I don’t tell you enough, but I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“I’m not sure either, but I’m absolutely positive that it would include great amounts of suffering on your part.”

I laughed at her as I checked my appearance in a small mirror before I started waiting on tables.

Maddy smiled. “Don’t worry, you’re pretty enough.”

“I just wanted to make sure I didn’t have any flour on my forehead.”

My sister laughed at that. “It only happened once. I know I should have said something, but it was hilarious watching you waiting on tables with a white streak on your forehead. You looked like some kind of deranged unicorn.”

“Funny for you, humiliating for me,” I said.

I walked out front, thinking that I was prepared for the barrage of well-wishers.

I was wrong.

They nearly mugged me before I could refill the first soda.

And for just a second, I found myself wishing that I didn’t live in such a small town after all.






“Is school out already?” I asked Josh Hurley as he walked into the Slice a few minutes later. Tall like his father, he’d inherited his brooding good looks as well.

“I ducked out early,” he said. He must have seen my face clouding up, so he added quickly, “We were having an assembly, so I didn’t miss anything.”

“I’m not sure your father would agree with that.”

Josh flashed me a quick grin. “Then maybe we shouldn’t tell him.” He looked around at the tables I’d been meaning to clean, and quickly grabbed a rag. “It looks like I got here just in time. Where’s Maddy, by the way?”

“She’s working in the kitchen this afternoon,” I said.

Since there were still a few late lunch diners at the restaurant, Josh came close and whispered, “Are you sure that’s such a good idea? Nothing against your sister or anything, but she doesn’t have your touch in the kitchen.”

“We only have another ten minutes,” I said.

“Why’s that? You’re not closing early today, are you?”

I didn’t get it at first, but then I realized that he hadn’t worked since we’d instituted our two o’clock breaks. “We close every day now from two to three.”

He looked so disappointed, I added, “Sometimes Greg stays here and cleans or organizes the inventory. I suppose I could leave you here today by yourself.”

“That would be great,” he said. “I really need the hours.”

“Saving up to buy a new car?” I asked, just joking with him.

“As a matter of fact, I am.”

“What happened to your MINI Cooper?” Josh had loved the car his folks had bought for him on his sixteenth birthday, and I couldn’t imagine him driving anything else.

“Mom took it back,” Josh said with his trademark scowl.

“Why would she do that? Not that it’s any of my business,” I added quickly.

“I don’t care who knows it. When I ran away, she decided that I wasn’t mature enough for the responsibility, so she parked it in the garage and hid the keys.” With a scoff, he added, “Not that I’d ever drive it again now—not after what happened. I’m saving up to buy my own car, and if all I can afford is a beat-up old Ford pickup, then I’ll take it.”

It was an awkward situation that I had somehow compounded with my joke. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry,” I said.

“You didn’t.” He looked over at our two remaining customers and asked, “So, how do we get them to leave?”

“It’s usually not a problem,” I said. The few times it had happened before, Maddy and I had simply waited them out.

Josh said, “Don’t worry, I’ll handle it.”

Before I could stop him, he walked over to the table, said a few words, then the couple who’d been eating threw a twenty on the table and hurried out.

“What did you say to them?” I asked.

“I told them the health inspector was coming by, and we had a ton of code violations we had to take care of before he got here.”

“Josh, you can’t do that.”

I looked at him and saw that he was laughing. “Relax. I just let them know we were closing, and invited them back some other time.”

“What else did you say to them, Josh?”

He shrugged. “Maybe I implied that the city was towing cars in the parking lot, but if they thought I meant their car, it’s not my fault, is it?”

“In the future, we’ll have to figure out a better way to handle it,” I said.

“Hey, it worked, didn’t it?” He grabbed the twenty, then handed it to me. “Looks like a nice tip.”

“Don’t kid yourself. It will barely cover their tab,” I said.

“Sorry about that. I won’t do it again.” Then he hit me with that puppy-dog look that had worked so well for his father. It was just too bad for him that I was immune to it by now.

I swatted him with my dish towel, and then said, “No more stunts like that, or you’ll be back on the unemployment line. Do you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said contritely. I hated being called “ma’am,” but I couldn’t very well correct him, so I let it slide.

He looked around the pizzeria, and then asked, “What kind of jobs do you have for me when you’re gone?”

“You can take out the garbage, and then hose down the inside trash cans. After that, there are a few cases that need to be unloaded, and the storeroom could use a good mopping.”

“Wow, that all sounds too much like work.”

“Then don’t do it, Josh.”

“I was just kidding,” he said in protest.

“Too bad I’m not in the mood for it today. I’ve changed my mind. Don’t bother signing in.”

“You’re firing me on my first day back?” His expression had turned from light and playful to full-on despair in an instant.

“No, you can come back at three when we reopen.” The relief was evident in his face, until I added, “But you’ve got to take this job seriously. I’m not in the mood for your antics.”

“I’m sorry, Eleanor. I guess I’m just a little giddy being back at work.”

The boy was starting to drive me as crazy as his father did. “Forget I said that. I don’t need any robots working for me, so don’t start, understand?”

“I do.” He looked suitably contrite as he added, “Dad told me what happened last night. I should have realized you’d still be shook up by it.”

“Anybody would,” I said, just a little mollified by his new attitude. “It’s not pleasant being robbed at gunpoint.”

“I’m sure it’s not.” He looked around the dining room, then added, “Are you sure I can’t get to work on those trash cans now?”

“I’m sure,” I said. “Go on, take off.”

Josh shrugged, and as he headed for the door, he called out, “I’ll see you at three, then.”

Maddy came out a second later and saw Josh retreating. “Did he decide not to work, after all? I thought Josh wanted to come back to work here.”

“He does, but I told him to take off until three. That’s when he’s supposed to be out of school anyway, so it shouldn’t be any kind of hardship for him. I thought about giving Josh some of Greg’s work, but he’s paying his way through college, not saving up to buy a pickup truck.”

“What happened to his MINI Cooper?” she asked.

“Marybeth took it away from him so he couldn’t run away again.”

“Why am I not surprised,” Mandy said. “If I were Josh, I’d never drive that car again.”

“Funny, that’s exactly what he told me.”

Maddy smiled. “Great minds think alike, what can I say? I took care of the kitchen, so we’re free for an hour. More like fifty-seven minutes,” she added as she glanced at the clock. “What did Josh say to our customers, anyway?”

“You saw that?”

“I was peeking from the kitchen.”

“He implied that they were towing cars in the lot, and that our customers were in imminent danger of losing their transportation.”

“At least they’re gone,” Maddy said. “So, what are you going to do on your break?”

“I really should go shopping for a new safe,” I said.

“Yeah, well, I should cut down on my chocolate cake intake, but I don’t see that happening, either.”

“What’s going on? What did you have in mind?” I asked my sister. She was a genius at getting me in trouble, or into awkward situations at the very least.

“I think we should arm you,” she said.

“I’m not carrying a gun around in my purse. I’ve got pepper spray.”

“For all the good it did you. Do you want to get robbed again?” Maddy asked.

“You know the answer to that, so why ask it? Do you honestly think that if I have a gun, it will make things any better?”

“Dad always thought so,” Maddy said, something I knew to be true. Our father had been a firm believer in having weapons to defend his family and his home, and growing up, we’d been taught a healthy respect for them.

“That was his choice, and going around town unarmed is mine,” I said, knowing that the decision was right for me. “But if you want to go Smith and Wesson shopping, by all means, don’t let me stop you.”

Maddy pursed her lips. “So let me get this straight. It’s not the self-defense you have a problem with, it’s doing it with handguns, is that right?”

“I guess so,” I said after thinking about it for a few seconds. “What other option does that leave me?”

“I’ve got something that might help, if you’re really interested. I know it’s worked wonders for me.”

Sometimes my sister could be really cryptic. “What are you talking about, Maddy?”

“I think we should check out a site I like on the Internet.”

“You know my old computer died,” I said. “Josh talked me into getting a new one, but it won’t be here for a few weeks.”

“That’s no problem. I’ve got my Dell XPS in my bag.”

As she got it out and set it up on one of the tables, I asked, “Don’t you need a phone line for that, or something?”

“Eleanor, how do you manage? It’s the twenty-first century. We’ll do what everyone else does and steal someone else’s signal.”

“I don’t feel good about that,” I said.

“It’s not actually stealing. Someone around here has Wi-Fi, so we’re just borrowing a little access.”

“I’m not sure I agree with your ethics.”

“Don’t worry, this will just take a sec,” she said as she connected to the Internet. “Look at this,” Maddy said as she stared at the screen ten seconds later. I didn’t want to peek, since I still wasn’t sure it was proper, but my curiosity finally got the better of me.

I don’t know what site she pulled up, but if it was any indication of what was out there, it was hard to believe everyone wasn’t going around armed with at least something. There was an array of stun guns, Tasers, pepper sprays, knives, collapsible batons, crossbows, slingshots, and a few things that I couldn’t even dream what their functions might be.

“Shut it off,” I said.

“It’s a part of living in the modern world, Eleanor. The sooner you face that fact, the safer you’ll be.”

“I don’t want to overreact because of what happened last night,” I said. “I got robbed, and it shook me pretty badly, but I’m not going to go around armed to the teeth.”

“It’s your duty to protect yourself,” Maddy said.

“What if I’d had a stun gun like you carry around all of the time?” I asked. “He had a real one, and I’m not about to start carrying around a revolver in my purse to match weaponry with him.”

“Don’t be silly,” Maddy said.

“At least you’re willing to see that much.”

“You’d have to carry an automatic,” Maddy replied.

I pushed the lid down on her computer. “I’m done talking about this.”

She lifted the top back up. “You’re making a mistake.”

“It won’t be the first time, and I’m sure it won’t be the last,” I said.

“Okay, but have you ever really looked at my stun gun? It’s really kind of neat.”

“I don’t know how it could be.”

Maddy reached into her oversized bag and pulled out the thin black rectangular box, about four inches tall. There were two small probes coming out of the top of it.

“I’ve seen it before,” I said.

“But we’ve never really talked about it. Eleanor, this might not look like much, but it’s pretty powerful for its size, and it runs on a nine-volt battery,” she said proudly.

“And you actually think that’s enough to stop someone from attacking you?”

“It puts out eighty thousand volts, Eleanor. It will do the job. Here, why don’t you take this one? I’ll get myself another one.”

“Thanks, but I’m not interested,” I said, afraid to touch it. “I’ll stick with my pepper spray.”

As I started for the door, she asked, “Where are you going?”

“I need a little fresh air. I’ll see you in half an hour.”

I walked out of the Slice before she could stop me.

It was a beautiful afternoon, but my sister had nearly spoiled it for me. While it was certainly true that I’d hated how helpless I’d felt the night before, did she really think having one of those gadgets of hers in my purse would have changed anything? The only way it would have done any good at all was if my attacker hadn’t been armed. If that were true, I’d either fight him or run as fast as I could. The old “fight or flight” worked just fine for me. At least my job allowed me to wear blue jeans and tennis shoes, both conducive to bolting, should the need and the opportunity ever arise again.

I found myself wandering around the brick promenade in front of the shopping complex of buildings. I didn’t do that nearly enough, staying safe locked up in my kitchen and only commuting back and forth to the alley, where I stowed my car. There really was a lot to offer to the citizens of Timber Ridge in our little shopping complex.

I walked past Paul’s Pastries, thought about going in to see how he was doing after last night, and then I realized that food wasn’t the comfort I needed at the moment. It would be too tempting to bury my feelings in a chocolate éclair. I glanced at his door and saw that Paul had changed his hours. He was shutting down half an hour earlier than he had in the past, and I realized that if I was ever going to get another treat, I’d have to do it during the first part of my break, and not the latter. The display cases—normally overflowing with donuts, pies, and cakes—now stood bare.

For some reason, the shop looked haunted to me, like the shell of something that used to be alive.

Last night had evidently hit me harder than I’d realized.

Right beside Paul’s place was a storefront that gave me shivers, even on my best of days. It had housed a clothing store, but the owner had long since departed for the warm climate of Florida. No one had rented the store since, and a cluster of naked mannequins stood in the center of the shop, as if they were gathered for a meeting on how best to overthrow the world. It was bad enough in the daytime, but the security lights inside at night gave them all a weird, otherworldly appearance that never failed to make me pick up my pace whenever I walked past the window.

Slick’s Sports was on the end of the row, closest to the side street that ran perpendicular to our shops. Slick was a balding middle-aged man with a full beard. He’d kept in shape throughout the years, and I often saw him running past the Slice, at all times of day and night.

He was adding clothing to a sales rack in front of the shop as I walked past.

“Eleanor, have you finally come to get some running shoes?”

“Not yet,” I said. “But I see you keep at it all of the time.”

“That’s how I stay so fit,” he said as he slapped his flat belly under his shirt. “I run six days a week, and I couldn’t imagine what my life would be without it.”

“At least you take one day off,” I said, trying to be funny.

“That’s when I ride my bike,” he said. “It’s good to work different muscles every now and then.” He lowered his voice, and then added, “Sorry to hear about your trouble last night. I’ve been thinking about it, and if you’d like me to walk you to your car at night when you close, I’d be happy to do it. All you have to do is call.”

“I appreciate the offer,” I said, “but I’m not sure what your wife would think.”

Slick and his wife had three grown sons, and had been married, in Slick’s teasing words, “all their lives.”

“It was her idea in the first place. She was a big fan of your husband.” He hastily added, “So was I. You know that.”

“I do,” I said. “Thanks for the offer, but I’ll be fine. I’m getting a safe to keep my deposits in until I can bank the next day, so it won’t be a problem.”

“That’s the smartest thing I’ve heard all day. Come on in.”

I glanced at my watch and saw that I had just ten minutes left of my break. “I’d love to, but I’m kind of pressed for time right now.”

“Are you sure? I’ve got a safe you might like,” he said.

“Since when did you start carrying safes?”

“We live in the North Carolina Mountains. Some of my customers have guns, so I started carrying them as a service.”

“I don’t need to store any firearms,” I said.

“I know that, but I’ve got the perfect unit for you. I’ll give you a merchant’s price break, so you can’t pass it up.” We had an informal agreement among shop owners to give each other discounts as a way of fostering team spirit and a sense of community on the square. Paul and I sometimes got the worst end of the deal, since we offered perishable items, but most folks were good not to take advantage of us. And if they did, they’d suddenly find their food arriving at their tables a little later every time, with some toppings appearing and disappearing like magic. It didn’t take long for anyone who abused the system to get the point.

“I’m not going to take advantage of you,” I said. “It wouldn’t be fair to you, since you rarely get pizza at my shop.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Slick said. “My boys do, and you’ve always taken good care of them. Why don’t you let me repay the favor?”

I was a big fan of his sons, and I had indeed cut them some slack over the years. Why not take advantage of a friend’s offered generosity? “Okay, you sold me.”

“Don’t you want to see it first?” Slick asked, clearly baffled by my sudden turnaround. “I haven’t even quoted you a price.”

“You’re right. I don’t have long, though, so we need to make it quick.”

Slick grinned, and I asked, “What’s so funny?”

“I’ve heard of high-pressure sales before, but never from the customer.”

I followed him inside, and he showed me a stout-looking metal box. “It’s nice,” I said, “but what’s to keep someone from just picking it up and carrying it off?”

“We bolt it to the floor,” he said, as though I’d missed something obvious. “I can have one for you by tomorrow, and I’ll install it myself before you open for business.” He grabbed a piece of paper and wrote a price down on it. “This is ten percent over my cost, to cover my handling fees. Should I order one for you?”

Glancing at the figure, I thought it was a substantial amount just to keep my money safe, if I actually had any left after buying it. Still, it was better than having a gun shoved under my nose. “I’ll take it. Thanks, Slick, and thank Nancy for me, too.”

“You bet,” he said.

I left the store feeling immeasurably better, and by the time I got back to the pizzeria, I was beginning to think that I’d managed to put the robbery behind me.

Until I saw who was waiting for me out in front of the Slice.
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