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Prologue
 
 
25 years earlier
 
One moment, the young woman was deep in a numb sleep.
The next, she was flying through the air like a ragdoll.
She gasped, her eyes flipping open just before hitting the vinyl seat-back in front of her. A moment later, she ricocheted back into her seat with such force, she thought at first that the wind had been knocked out of her. 
The old bus swerved along the right shoulder of the highway, the tires rolling over the rumble strip. Its rusted frame trembled like a newborn deer until the driver corrected the heap of metal back onto the road. 
“Nothing to worry about, folks,” a voice boomed from the front of the bus. “Just a pothole. This highway’s in need of a good fixing.”
Or maybe you are, the woman thought, rubbing the side of her face.
She was still half asleep and for a while, she couldn’t remember where she was. Who she was. Or what she was doing sitting on this bus climbing a mountain pass. All she knew was feeling – her feet were cold, her head hurt. Her back ached too – the kind of ache that came with sitting for a long period of time in an uncomfortable seat.
She found herself lost in a fog of not knowing anything, and there was something nice about it. Something freeing. 
Then, it all came back to her. 
And the heaviness once again spread throughout her chest like a dark cloud.
The young woman looked out the smudged window of the bus, watching the trees fly by in horizontal smears of blue and black, seeing it all play out again in her mind’s eye.
Her mouth went dry and she began feeling nauseous. 
“That pothole was nothing,” the man in the dingy gray sweater next to her mumbled. “You want to talk about bumpy trips, I’ll tell you about the worst flight of my life. Portland to Denver, six years ago. One of them famous Rocky Mountain weather systems turned the plane into nothing more than a plastic bag in the wind and…”
She now remembered that the middle-aged man had been the reason why she’d closed her eyes in the first place. He’d sat down next to her when they boarded the bus, despite there having been several other empty rows. He’d been trying to start up a conversation, stealing not-so-subtle glances at her curves when he thought she wasn’t looking. She had finally closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep – and after a while, she hadn’t needed to pretend.
The man had a few gaping black spots where his teeth should have been, and his smell reminded her of the bar where she’d worked for the past two years. There was the smell of mouthwash on his breath, but it couldn’t completely cover up the sharp odor of whiskey.
She knew that smell all too well. 
She bit at her lip ring and pulled her thin corduroy jacket tighter around her body. She wasn’t dressed properly for the mountains, and even though the bus driver had cranked the heater up to full-blast and most of the passengers had pulled off their hats and gloves, she was still shivering. 
She wondered if she’d ever feel warm again.
“...And the next thing I know, the stewardess loses her balance and falls face-first right into my lap. Poor broad was only a few weeks into the job, and she started grabbing a hold of me and screaming ‘This is it, everyone! This is the end!’”
The man let out a cackle that made her skin crawl.
It was always the same kind of story from these types – always crude, rude, and embellished lies.
“So I say to this poor gal – look, I’m flattered you want to spend the last minutes of your life with me, honey, but the way you’re grabbing me down there, you’re going to rob the future mother of my children—”
The young woman fished out the Walkman from her bag and slid a pair of bulky headphones over her head before he finished the story. She hit “play” on the tape deck and a moment later, Alice in Chains’ Rooster filled her ears with sweet relief.
She gazed out the window. She imagined the man would feel rejected and maybe even a little hurt.
But she could give a damn.
She got through half of the B side of “Dirt” when the speed limit dropped and the blurred trees were replaced with quaint log buildings and frosty fields of dead grass.
The bus driver’s muffled voice drifted in over the music. 
“Okey-dokey, folks, second stop on our way to the great city of Boise, the little scenic mountain town of Christmas River. We’ll be stopping at The Marionberry Truck Stop for 15 minutes, so feel free to use the facilities and order something if you’re hungry. I just ask that you be back on the bus in a timely fashion so we can get on the road and beat this storm that’s blowing in on our heels.”
Moments later, the bus slowed and pulled off into a small parking lot crowded with big rigs and men standing together in circles, smoking.
She stuffed the Walkman and earphones into her purse, clutching the leather straps tightly. The bus came to a sluggish stop. She stood up, impatiently waiting as the drunk next to her took his sweet time getting his own bag and standing up. 
He looked back at her for a split second like a beaten dog.
She stepped down off the bus, taking in a deep breath of frosty forest air.
The passengers streamed inside the diner – but the young woman broke away from the pack, walking a few hundred yards to a wooded area at the edge of the lot. There was an old picnic table there, and she leaned against it, fishing a cigarette out of her purse. She hesitated, then brought it to her lips, the familiarity of the habit somehow comforting. She was about to light it. 
“Don’t you think of anybody but yourself?”
Her mother’s words echoed in her head suddenly, slicing at her like thin razor blades.
The cigarette slipped out of her trembling fingers, dropping onto the muddy ground.
“Dammit. Dammit. Dammit,” she muttered.
She shouldn’t have been smoking them anyway.
But she rummaged around her large purse, bypassing the stacks of money, until she felt the box again. She fished out the last cigarette, bringing it up to her trembling lips.
Ma had been right. 
She had been selfish.
But it was too late to take anything back now. The past was done. That life was done. Her eyes had to be ahead of her now. Always on the future.
To live any other way now was to not live at all. 
Crack!
The sound of branches breaking.
She spun around, finding a pair of sharp blue eyes looking back at her.
Then, the deep voice.
“Need a light, honey?”
Her heart rattled in her chest like a tin can rolling down a dark street on a windy night.
 
The driver didn’t notice until they were an hour past Christmas River that he was short a passenger.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 1
 
Present Day
 
“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Cin. but I’ve used every trick in my arsenal to get this dude to light. He’s just not having it. I’m afraid he’s given up the ghost.”
I crossed my arms tighter against my chest, shifting my weight between my well-worn cowboy boots.
There was enough heat coming out of my head to bake all my pies for the next week.
“But it only just got installed last year!” I blubbered. “They said it was top of the line. Top of the line! And believe me, I paid a top of the line price for it, too. It can’t break after only a year, Marty!”
Marty Higgins stood up straight and readjusted the tool belt circling his rotund waist. He wiped at the black smudge on his forehead with the back of his shirt sleeve.
“I know, sweetheart. But luckily you’ve got that warranty on it. Should cover getting a new oven of the same quality.”
Marty didn’t seem to quite understand the source of my frustration – the warranty was nice, but the point of the whole thing irked me to no end. I’d splurged big time on the industrial-sized oven because of the dependability that all the online reviews claimed it had.
It wasn’t supposed to let me down like this.
“Well, how long do you think that’ll take?” I grumbled.
“To get a new one?”
I nodded.
Marty pursed his lips.
“If we were in Portland, you’d have a new one this week. But since the manufacturer doesn’t have any outlets near Christmas River, I’d say you’re looking at a two-week wait time—”
“Two weeks?! What am I supposed to do? Valentine’s Day is coming up, and this place is going to be packed. We won’t be able to operate on one oven. Hell – two ovens was pushing it. And with this cold snap coming up, how am I supposed to—”
I stopped speaking, noticing that Marty’s large features had slumped down – the way pie dough does in the oven when it hasn’t been properly chilled beforehand.
“I’m really sorry, Cin,” Marty said. “I wish I could fix it, especially since it’s for you. We’ve always been such good pals. Now if you want a second opinion, I don’t mind calling in Wilky from Wilkinson’s Appliances and seeing what he says. We’re not exactly friends, but maybe he can—”
I took in a deep breath, then shook my head, suddenly feeling guilty for making Marty offer to call in his biggest competitor in town over my busted oven.
After all, it wasn’t Marty’s fault that the oven had decided to call it quits during one of the busiest times of the year. Marty was only trying to help me. And here I was, losing my cool and taking my frustrations out on the wrong person.
And if I was being honest, it wasn’t the first time I’d lost my cool at the wrong person in the New Year, either.
“I wasn’t able to fix it, so there’s no charge, Cin,” he said quickly. “And if it helps, I could—”
I let my hands drop to my side.
“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m… I’m sorry for being so unpleasant just now. You were only trying to help.”
The handyman shifted uncomfortably between his big boots, looking a little relieved.
“I’ve been… I’ve been under a lot of stress lately,” I added.  
I’d been using that excuse too much lately, too, and I wasn’t proud of it.
Marty’s face brightened.
“Aw, don’t worry about it, Cin. I know it’s a lot more than an oven to you – it’s your livelihood that’s at stake here. I get it.”
Marty’s kind words and absolute understanding left me feeling even guiltier than before.
Marty Higgins was one of the most decent men in this town. Christmas River’s premier handyman, Marty had a life-size personality to match. The man lit up a room like nobody’s business and had a distinct, deep-throated laugh that gave Santa Claus a run for his money.
But perhaps the main thing that made Marty such a gem was that he was so giving. He was the type of person who just genuinely liked other people and did everything he could to help.
If you called with a problem – any problem, mind you – he’d be on his way no matter the hour, the weather, or the cost. That was Marty all over. He had a heart as big as the Time’s Square Christmas tree.
And that was why when my oven refused to heat beyond 70 degrees earlier that morning, I’d called him right away.
And why I was feeling guilty as could be now for mistreating him. 
“Elves in El Paso, I didn’t even offer you pie,” I said, shaking my head. “Would you like a slice of something? I’ve got a few HubbaHubba Chocolate
Cherry pies that should be just this side of warm and gooey.”
“I would, but the wife’s got me on a strict diet. She says I’ve got to watch what I eat now that I’m middle-aged or risk getting a beer belly.”
He pat the upper half of his already-rotund gut that bulged over his tool belt.
“I told her she must have me mixed up with somebody else.”
I let out a good-natured laugh.
“Well, what about coffee? I can’t think she’d object to that.”
He pursed his lips and shrugged.
“Nothing like one of your pies, but it’ll have to do.”
I went over to the far end of the kitchen and poured him a fresh cup of hazelnut joe. He took a seat on one of the barstools, and I handed the steaming mug to him. He took it gladly.
“So I hear that you and the Sheriff are gonna be jetsetting outta here at the end of the month,” he said. “That true?”
I nodded and couldn’t help but smile a little.  
“Where to?”
“Ireland.”
Marty’s eyes lit up as he took a sip of his coffee.
“For how long?”
“Two and a half weeks,” I said, feeling the stress over the broken oven lift ever so slightly at the thought of vacation. “I can’t quite believe it, either. I haven’t had two whole weeks off since…”
I scratched my chin. 
I couldn’t even remember.
“Not easy running your own business, is it?” Marty said. “Takes heart and soul and then some.”
“Ain’t that the truth,” I said.
I noticed that Marty’s attention had settled on the row of hazelnut chocolate pies cooling over by the frosty window.
“You sure I can’t get you anything else, Marty? Maybe just a half-slice of pie?”
Marty hesitated for a long moment, taking a prolonged sip of his coffee.
“No. My honey will put a fork in my eye if she finds out.”
His lips said no, but his eyes said yes.
I smiled.
A minute later, a thin sliver of creamy hazelnut chocolate sat on a plate in front of him.
He dug in like a man who’d been stranded on a mountain top for a full week.
I laughed and looked out the window for a long moment as he scarfed the pastry down.
The festive Valentine’s Day lights I’d put up along the eaves of the building glowed in the thick fog. Every now and then, thin frost-covered pines appeared in the distance. But mostly, it was like looking into a bank of gray nothing.
This kind of weather was typical of Christmas River in February. It’d been the third day like this where the fog didn’t burn off. And it seemed that no matter how many bright red and white bulbs I sprinkled around the shop, I couldn’t shake off the overall feeling of gloom.
That was probably why I’d been so on edge with Marty this morning – fog at this time of year had a way of making you feel suffocated and like your nerves were raw and exposed.
“Most of the year, I like you a lot, Cinnamon Peters,” Marty said, finishing off the last bite of pie on his plate. “But this time of year, I think you might just be a she-devil.”
“I hope I didn’t throw a chocolate wrecking ball into your diet,” I said.
“I was a willing participant. But just do me a favor – don’t mention this to the wife? She’ll get behind the wheel of that new Jeep I bought her this Christmas and run me down.”
“My lips are sealed. Anyway, I rarely see Iggy lately to tell her anything. How’s she doing these days?”
Iggy Higgins was Marty’s wife of two decades and owned a fabric and quilting supply store on the edge of town. And since I had two left hands when it came to needle and thread, it wasn’t often that our paths crossed.
“She’s just fine,” he said. “Got that sewing machine going 24/7. I tell ya, I hear it rumbling in my dreams.”
I let out a laugh.
“But I love her something awful, so I put up with it,” he added, winking at me. “She loves me something awful, too. I know that’s why she’s got me on this diet. But tell me Cin, why do the things that are good for you so hard to stick to? And why do the things that are bad feel so good?”
“That I can’t tell you,” I said, taking his empty plate. “All I know is that life is short and we owe it to ourselves to have a little fun every now and then.”
Marty grunted, standing up.
“Spoken like a true she-devil,” he said, a twinkle in his eye.
“Now if only this she-devil could bake pies on sheer will alone,” I said, looking at the broken oven.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “The warranty people will take care of it.”
He picked up his jacket, which had been draped over one of the barstools. 
“Well, I best get going. The elementary school’s got a broken kiln that needs fixing. But thanks for the coffee and pie, Cin. And sorry I couldn’t work any magic on that oven of yours.”
“Thank you for coming by on such short notice. Will we be seeing you and Iggy at the Humane Society auction tonight?”
A thin smile crossed his lips and he shook his head.
“I’d rather just write the Society a check than be part of that meat market again, pardon my French.”
“I don’t blame you.”
I went over to my purse on the coat rack, pulling out my checkbook.
“How much do I owe you?”
He shook his head, pulling on his worn, grease-stained jacket. 
“No charge, little lady. You ought to know that by now.”
I started arguing, but Marty just shook his head some more.
“And if I don’t see you between now and then, you have a nice time with all them leprechauns and fiddle players across the pond. Drink a Guinness for me.”
“Will do, Marty.”
He nodded, and a moment later, he was out the back door, carrying his large toolbox with him.
 
I took his plate over to the dishwasher, letting out a sigh, still feeling rotten that I’d let my temper flare at such a kind and decent man.
 
 
 



 
Chapter 2
 
My calves were crying out for mercy and my heart was hammering away like an oil drum down a mine shaft, but I kept running up the trail through the fog, pushing harder. 
Like Marty, I’d been trying to be healthier lately. I’d cut back on my sugar and carb intake – something that wasn’t all that easy to do when you ran a pie shop. I’d also upped my exercise – something that had been sorely lacking with how busy I’d been in the last year. So far, I didn’t have much to show for it in terms of the numbers on the scale, and I’d be lying if I didn’t say that baking pies all day and not eating any wasn’t murder. But the running helped clear my mind, and I found myself looking forward to my lunches lately. Instead of sipping cup of coffee after cup of coffee during my lunch, I’d change into some workout clothes, pull on some tennis shoes, and head up the McCall Mountain trail a few blocks away from downtown. The trail was steep and had nice views of the Christmas River down below, following it from above as it turned to white water and eventually became the Christmas Falls. 
I struggled up the frostbitten trail, avoiding the slick patches as best I could. My quick breaths came out in big, foggy plumes and reminded me of the word clouds in comics. I put my attention on my feet. On the feel of the ground beneath them. On the way they fit snuggly in my new tennis shoes. On the way they felt pushing through the air.
When my mind began to wander, I directed my focus back to my feet, doing my best to stay in the moment and keep my mind clear. A method I’d been using a lot since January.
I got to the top of the hill and followed the trail as it took a steep left turn. I ran a little ways until the dirt path emptied out into a large meadow of dead grass. I kept going until I made it to the old farm house, the paint-stripped barn, the greenhouse, the wooden gate, and the small sign that said “Lazy K Farm.”
I slowed, reaching my usual turn-around point. I rested my arms on the gate, catching my breath.
After a few moments, I noticed some movement beyond the dark door of the barn
Shortly after, a big oafish head peeked out. Then a pair of hooves. And then, the familiar hazelnut-brown body.
A warm, content feeling spread out across my chest as I watched old Crabtree slowly make his way across the misty field.
I reached into the pocket of my vest, pulling out the Ziploc bag packed with carrots. And like just about every time I came up here, I opened the bag, pulled out a slice, and held it out in the palm of my hand.
Crabtree ambled along at his own pace until he finally got to me. With big, bulky teeth, he gently took the carrot and set about chewing his treat. He was a polite donkey – leaving behind only a few drops of saliva on my palm.
“What’s shaking today, Crabtree?”
The donkey let out a loud bray and nuzzled up against my empty hand, waiting for the other treats he knew I had.
I pet his soft snout, then grabbed another slice.
“You staying warm enough in all this freezing fog?”
He took the second treat, chomping slowly and thoughtfully.
I smiled, petting the donkey some more.
Crabtree was a half-blind rescue donkey that the little farm had taken this past fall – that’s what Elise Orcutt had told me the first day she caught me feeding him some sugar cubes. Elise was the new owner of the farm, which took in rescue animals from surrounding counties. She told me that old Crabtree had been rescued by the county from some ranch out in Crooked River the year before and that the poor equine had been neglected horribly. He’d been so close to starvation when she took him in, Elise thought he wouldn’t survive another week. But against all odds, the donkey lived. He was blind in one eye, but despite the disability, the equine had a sunny demeanor and didn’t seem to hold any grudges about the years of mistreatment at the hands of humans. He loved carrots and apples, and loved it even more when you pet his ears. He’d nuzzle your arm if you stopped petting him, and he had an all-around sweetness that I couldn’t seem to get enough of.
I’d discovered him and his ranch back in January when I started running again, and most days now, I brought the old donkey some carrots and spent some time conversing with him.
Anybody passing by would have thought I was crazy. Heck – I was pretty sure Elise Orcutt thought I was crazy to come as often as I did and spend so much time talking with her animal. But there was something about the old donkey – something special.
I guess you could say he was a great listener and that he could keep a secret or two.
“You want to know about my day so far?” I asked, holding out another vegetable slice. “Well, everything was going fine. But remember that oven that was giving me trouble earlier this week? Well, I got to the shop this morning, and it wouldn’t heat up right.”
Old Crabtree let out a long bray, as if he was genuinely sorry to hear that news.
“Yeah, I know. Marty Higgins was nice enough to stop by and try to fix it. But he said it was a goner. After that, I spent a few hours on the phone with the warranty people. They’ll cover it, but the new oven’s not going to be here until after Valentine’s Day.”
The donkey let out another bray, and I couldn’t help but feel my spirits lift a little as he nuzzled up under my hands, trying to get me to rub his ears.
“I know – a real pain. But don’t worry. We’ll figure something out in the meantime. I’m sure of it.”
I stroked his ears and old Crabtree looked at me with his one good eye, seemingly content.
I was glad to have made a new friend this year. Even if he didn’t talk all that much.
I spent a while there stroking his ears. Eventually, though, I pulled myself away. I waved goodbye, then ran back down the path.
 
Back to the real world.
 
 



 
 
Chapter 3
 
“I know we don’t know each other so well, Mr. Longworth. But I’m between a rock and a hard place with this one. I could really use your help.”
Frank Longworth didn’t look up at me as I spoke. The balding man held his attention on the round, floury lump of dough on the wooden table, his thin fingers deftly kneading it.
I thought the pie shop kitchen could get hot. But here in the small, cramped kitchen of The Harvest Bread Bakery, it was a heatwave in the Mojave. 
“I’d be happy to pay for renting out the kitchen, too,” I said, clearing my throat. “Whatever you think is fair. And I can come in during whatever hours are best for you.”
A loud noise sounded from across the room, and Frank’s eyes drifted over to a young man dressed in a white baker’s uniform. The kid had been diligently working in the corner since I’d arrived.
“I don’t know how many times I’ve had to tell you this, Taylor – you must keep a clean work station! Otherwise we’re no better than the animals.”
The young man – who couldn’t have been more than twenty – looked like a flower wilting in a frosty wind. His cheeks burned red.
“How can I teach you anything if you won’t learn the basics!” Frank shouted.
The kid nodded like a bobble head doll. He dusted his hands off on his flour-caked apron and quickly exited the kitchen, looking down at the floor in shame.
Frank let out a breathy, disappointed sigh, shaking his head. Then he went back to kneading the dough like I wasn’t even there.
I was beginning to have serious regrets about coming here in the first place.
I didn’t know Frank Longworth all that well. Even though he’d run The Harvest Bread Bakery in downtown Christmas River for more than twenty years, Frank didn’t associate with too many people. He kept to himself mostly, and from my understanding, he was divorced with two adult children who lived near their mom in Northern California. That was about all I knew about Frank Longworth.
I’d always felt a little sorry for him – I didn’t know why. But being here now in his kitchen, seeing the temper he had, I was starting to lose that feeling.
“Well, you think about it, Mr. Longworth,” I said. “I know it’s a big thing I’m asking and—”
“I don’t like mess,” he grumbled, still not looking up at me. “The ability to keep a clean station is a vital skill in our line of work.”
He glanced in the direction of where the young baker had been. 
“You can come in here at night and use the ovens,” he said gruffly. “After 6 p.m. We’ll negotiate the payment at a later date, but I’ll give you a fair deal.”
I raised my eyebrows, surprised and relieved that he hadn’t treated me like he’d just treated poor Taylor.
“That’s… that’s very kind—”
“But I’m warning you, Ms. Peters – if there’s so much as a dirty butter knife left in the sink after you’ve been here or a spot of pie dripping left in my oven, I will send you packing. You understand?”
I nodded, probably a little like a bobble head doll myself.
“Thank you, Mr. Longworth.” I reached out to shake his hand. “I really appreciate it—”
“Taylor can give you a key to the back door,” he barked. “Don’t lose it.”
I nodded, taking it as a cue to leave.
“Okay, great. Thanks so much again. You really—”
“Just keep my kitchen clean. You hear?”
I nodded again.
 
Rock and a hard place, I thought.
Wasn’t that the truth.
 
 
 



 
Chapter 4
 
I glanced at the time on my phone, then stuffed it back in the pocket of my plaid pea coat. I picked up the pace, breezing past sleepy-looking storefronts illuminated with pink and white lights and half-empty restaurants that sounded busier than they were.
For all of us in Christmas River, this was the slow season. February was just about as far away from Christmas as you could get. Most people didn’t want to see so much as a red light bulb this time of year, let alone visit a mountain town that celebrated Christmas in one form or another year-round. Christmas River was mostly left to us locals in mid-winter – which was a good or bad thing depending on how you looked at it.
It was a good time for vacation – and I was happy that Daniel and I were taking advantage of the lull and doing something fun.
I felt a round of shivers let loose down my spine as I walked through the thick fog. The inversion hadn’t lifted yet, and now as darkness fell, the dense patches of atmosphere seemed to encroach even more on the downtown streets of Christmas River. Headlights from passing cars were muffled in the thick mist, and everything felt strange and unfamiliar.
I was glad to finally round the corner and see the cozy warm light spilling from the brewpub in the distance, along with loud laughter and booming voices distorted by the fog.
I grabbed the metal handle and pulled back the big wooden door just as Rex Dawson’s voice came on over the speaker. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, you might recognize me as the News Channel 12 weatherman, but tonight, I’m leaving my meteorologist jacket at the door and I’m trying my hand at something new…”
I stepped inside the crowded pub, zeroing in on Rex. He was standing on a make-shift stage at the far end of the room. He was dressed in a clownish red suit with a pink bow-tie, and he was wiggling his big, white eyebrows up and down at the crowd. 
“Tonight, I’ll be playing cupid, ladies and gentlemen. That’s right – the wee little babe with the bow and arrow who likes to make a mess of people’s lives. Tonight, that’s yours truly.”
I slipped my knit hat off and flattened down the static in my hair, trying not to roll my eyes at Rex Dawson – a man who was widely regarded as being hammier than Easter dinner.
But, I supposed people liked him that way. Rex was a seasoned weatherman at the news station over in Redmond and had damn near become a celebrity in the county. Rex was a standby at parades, Veterans Day events, and any other sort of community activity in the Central Oregon region. If there was going to be a crowd, you could almost certainly count on Rex being there.
I glanced around the room as I listened, looking for a certain cowboy hat.
“And ladies and gentlemen, just so you know, all proceeds from the Puppy Love Auction along with profits off of those fine brewskies provided by Geronimo Brewing tonight go directly to the Pohly County Humane Society – a place where every dog and cat is loved, cared for, and cherished until they find their forever home. Heck, that place sounds great – maybe the next time Suzy kicks me out of the house, I should go live there.”
A few folks in the crowd laughed, but mostly, there were groans.
“Okay, okay,” he said, holding up his free hand. “I can take a hint. Let’s get the show started, folks…”
I slid out of my jacket and went over to the bartender who was shaking his head in disapproval at the evening’s emcee.
“Jeez, Louise, Cinny Bee. Rex’s jokes are getting worse each passing year,” Warren whispered just under his breath. “People are going to stop inviting him to these kinds of events if he keeps up.”
“His heart’s in the right place,” I said, going around the bar, grabbing an apron and tying it around my waist. “He’s MC-ing tonight for free.”
“Doesn’t feel for free,” Warren grumbled. “He might not be getting paid, but the rest of us sure as hell are.”
“Old man,” I said disapprovingly.
He shrugged.
“Just calling it like I see it.”
“Hey – have you seen Daniel anywhere?” I asked.
“Nope, not yet. Maybe he’s got the jitters. Some last minute doubts, wondering what in the hootenanny did I get myself into?”
Warren tugged at the collar of his plaid shirt.
“I speak from first-hand experience,” he added. “As someone who’s about to get thrown to the wolves. I mean, goll-ee. Just look at all these ladies here. Who’s gonna pay money to get coffee with an old geezer like me?”
I put a hand on my hip, turning to look at him with a raised eyebrow.
“I don’t see any old geezer around here. Only an unrivaled conversationalist with a heart as big as the moon. And don’t even get me started on his good looks. Any lady in this room would be lucky to get coffee with—”
“Okay, okay,” he said. “Enough. I might not know much, but I know when smoke’s being blown in my direction.”
“No smoke about it. I wager you’ll go for the highest amount at this auction.”
He let out a noise of disbelief, but I could tell that he appreciated my encouragement.
It was nice of him to participate in the Puppy Love Bachelor Auction – that’s still what most people called it, and it’d become something of a running joke these days, considering that most of the men in it were married or at least seriously involved with someone. With Christmas River being such a small town, there weren’t enough available men to put up for sale. So the dates weren’t called dates anymore, but the rather benign “coffee lunch.”
I disliked these types of events – even with the majority of the men being married, things usually ended up getting out of control. People often drank too much and shouted things they should have kept to themselves. And on top of that, I hated the idea of objectifying anybody based on their looks – men or women. It was shallow, petit, and these kinds of events seemed completely out of date to me. 
But one thing I couldn’t argue with was that the annual Puppy Love Bachelor Auction was for a good cause. And that it usually raked in a pretty penny for the Humane Society every year.
Rex’s voice boomed through the brewery.
“First up tonight, ladies, we’ve got a real looker. He’s tough, strong, and considered to be an up-and-comer in the Sheriff’s Department – Deputy Billy Jasper, everyone!”
Billy, dressed in his freshly-ironed work uniform, nervously made his way to the back of the room. He stood on the makeshift stage, looking about as comfortable as a rabbit invited to a coyote’s potluck. He shot a few looks in the direction of his girlfriend, Liv. Then he tugged at his collar, his cheeks glowing red as a round of high-pitched hoots erupted from the ladies in the establishment.
“Will you get me another beer?”
I looked across the bar at Alana Lundy, a second grade teacher. She slid her lipstick-stained pint glass in my direction. 
Alana was all gussied up in a sheer blouse, a skirt, heels, and way, way too much makeup for little ol’ Christmas River standards.
But then again, maybe I shouldn’t have judged her too harshly. I knew how hard it was being young and single in a small town like this – there weren’t too many available men, and maybe Alana was just out to try her luck tonight.
“What are you drinking?” I asked, getting her a fresh glass.
“Mmm… I don’t know. Give me something bold and strong. That’s the way I like my beer and my men.”
She let out a hysterical giggle as I went over to the draft station and tried to figure out which beer that could possibly be.
“Okay, who wants to start bidding on this fine law enforcement officer?” Rex’s voice boomed.
“100 dollars!” Alana screeched so loud, I thought the pint glass in my hand would break.
“200!” somebody else in the crowd yelled back equally as loud.
“Not on my watch! 250!”
 
Deputy Billy Jasper looked equal parts relieved and frightened as the bids climbed higher and higher.
 
 



 
Chapter 5
 
“Have you seen Daniel anywhere, Aileen?”
“Is he up next?”
“Yeah. And I don’t think this crowd’s going to be too happy if he stands them up. The Sheriff was supposed to be the big finale.”
“No, I’m sorry – I haven’t seen him, dear. What I have seen are a lot of lasses who’ve gotten a little too carried away with the spirit of things. Did you see the one who won my Warren?”
I nodded, glancing over at my grandfather, who had just been up on the meat market. As I’d predicted, a coffee lunch with him had gone for a hefty price – an all-out bidding war had taken place. Melanie Ritter, a young barmaid at the Pine Needle Tavern, had come out on top and won the date with Warren. But Melanie seemed to be under the impression that the date was beginning the moment she signed the check. She’d cornered poor Warren at a booth in the back, and my grandfather seemed to be having trouble getting back over to the bar.
“Maybe you should go save him,” I said.
“Aye, maybe I should.”
Aileen patted her hands on her bar apron and headed over to the booth. Meanwhile, I started dealing with the long line of folks wanting more beer, stealing glances around the room every now and then, trying to find that cowboy hat.
“Thanks to everybody who came out tonight to the Puppy Love Auction – all those dogs and cats are grateful,” Rex said into the speaker. “Now, for our big finish – the one you’ve all been waiting for. He might seem tough on crime, but those who really know him know that he’s nothing but a big ol’ fluffy teddy bear…”
I held in a sigh.
“The big law dog of the county, the Steve McQueen of Christmas River, the cool cat of Central Oregon, ladies and gals, I give you the Sheriff of your county – Daniel Brightman!”
A round of hoots never before heard in the confines of Geronimo Brewing Pub erupted from the audience. I nervously scanned the crowd, hoping I’d just somehow missed him.
But as the hoots and clapping faded, and nobody came up to the stage, it became evident that I hadn’t.
“Sherriff? You in here?” Rex said, the microphone sending out an ear-splitting wave of feedback. “Paging Sheriff Brightman…”
The looks of excitement and anticipation on the ladies’ faces began to fade in the dim lights of the brewpub.
I checked my phone again, hoping he’d gotten one of my many messages and had called back to tell me that he was on his way.
But there was no call and no message.
I felt the burning eyes of a few folks on me – as if I was responsible for him standing them up.
I cleared my throat and was about to make an excuse of some sort, but Rex, ever the showman, jumped in.
“I’m sure the Sheriff’s on his way – I mean, he’d be a fool to stand up so many beautiful, lovely young ladies. But in the meantime, I tell you what. We’ll turn a negative into a positive… Next up on the auction block, you might know him as the best-looking member of the News Channel 12 team, the man who comes into your home every morning with the most accurate weather predictions in the county – your very own Rex Dawson!”
Rex’s enthusiastic self-promotion was met with an overwhelming silence.
Then, it was followed by a few groans.
Alana Lundy, who had been cut-off at the bar after consuming her third pint of beer and barely making it back to the table with her other teacher friends, let out the loudest, most dramatic groan of all.
It wasn’t that Rex was necessarily a bad-looking man. But like me, it seemed that most of the people in the brewpub had grown weary of his cheesy, off-color jokes.
“Let’s start the bidding,” Rex said. “Do I have a Mr. George Washington? One-hundred dollars, anyone?”
For a long moment, it was quieter than after an avalanche in the brewpub.
“One-hundred!” a woman finally shouted.
At first, I felt relief. But then I noticed it was Rex’s personal assistant and sister-in-law, Roberta Finch, that had spoken up. And somehow, a bid of absolute pity from a family member was even worse than having nobody bid on him.
I started calling Daniel again.
Just where was he? He couldn’t have forgotten about this – he’d been dreading it for months now. And though he would have probably rather skipped it, I knew he wouldn’t do that. He had made a promise to the Humane Society Board that he’d participate, and he was a man of his word.
“Two-hundred. Do I have two-hundred dollars?” Rex said.
It was quiet as the grave.
“C’mon, ladies,” he said, tugging at his collar. “Somebody out there must have the hots for ol’ Rex.”
A few women stood up and started exiting the brew pub.
I felt my stomach tighten, thinking about Daniel.
The roads weren’t supposed to be icy tonight, but maybe something had rolled in. Sometimes the fog carried hoarfrost with it, and without warning, it could leave behind a slick layer of ice all over the trees and the road.
 “You’ve reached Sheriff Daniel Brightman with the Pohly County Sheriff’s Office. I’m not available right now, but if you—”
“Hey! What about you, Cinnamon Peters? I’ve seen the way you’ve been looking at me from the bar all night. Batting those pretty eyes of yours when you thought I wasn’t looking.”
I felt my eyes bulge as the attention of the entire room suddenly shifted in my direction. The phone slid down the palm of my hand.
“Heck, if I didn’t know that you were a married woman, I’d say you’ve got a little crush on me,” Rex added.
I felt bile shoot up the back of my throat.
“Uh, that’s really not—”
“Oh, c’mon. You don’t have to hide your feelings from ol’ Rex.”
Rex said the words confidently, but as he did, the stupid, hammy expression faded from his face, and for a second, I saw something else take its place.
A sad kind of desperation – and a genuine expression of hurt.
In his own way, I could see that he was begging me to help him. To save him from looking like a fool in front of the whole town.
I supposed even someone like Rex could get his feelings hurt at one of these things.
I drew in a breath, forcing a phony smile.
“You got me, Rex,” I said, raising my voice.
His lips turned up a little at that.
“Two-hundred,” I said.
He gave the audience a huge grin.
“I knew it. Now who else wants to declare their love for me—”
Just then, the front door of the pub opened, and a draft of cold, foggy air wound through the room. 
His cheeks were bright red and he looked like he’d run a 5K to get here.
But he was here – and that was all that mattered.
When other people in the pub noticed, there was a mass sigh of relief that rose up to the ceiling beams.
The biggest, maybe, coming from Rex himself.
“Coffee lunch with the weatherman SOLD to Cinnamon Peters for $200!” he said, jumping up.
Daniel stopped, took off his hat, and looked over at me. He mouthed the word “sorry.”
I crossed my arms.
It was going to take a lot more than that for him to get out of this one. After all, it was his fault I would now have to go get lunch with the hammiest man in town.
“Now, for the big event – the one you’ve all been waiting for, Sheriff Daniel Brightman himself!”
There was a round of hoots again as Daniel made it up to the front, smiling big and apologizing for his tardiness.
 
The crowd was more forgiving than I was.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 6
 
“Sorry it went down like that, darlin,’” Daniel said, a hint of a smart-ass smile still on his lips. “Really. I am.”
“You can be sorry all you want, it’s not enough,” I said, kissing both Chadwick and Hucks on the head and walking down the hallway toward our bedroom. “I’m still the one who’s going to have to spend an hour alone with Rex Dawson.”
“I’m sure it won’t be that bad, Cin.”
“You want to go in my stead?” I said, taking out my earrings and placing them on the dresser in our room.
“Wish I could, but I’ve got my own date.”
Though I was still peeved at Daniel, I couldn’t help but crack a smile.
Alana Lundy, the school teacher who had been three sheets to the wind by the end of the night, had bid half a month’s paycheck to win her lunch with Daniel.
“Did you see the way she was pawing at me right up until I got into the truck?” Daniel said. “Compared to that, your lunch with Rex is going to be a cake walk.”
I kicked off my shoes and changed into a pair of soft, fleece pajamas that, after the long day I’d had, felt like heaven.
“The folks at the Humane Society really need to join the 21st century,” I said. “The whole thing is so outdated and demeaning to everybody involved. We shouldn’t encourage meat markets like that in our society. It’s just so—”
“Medieval,” Daniel said, finishing my sentence. “Yeah, I agree with you there. But unfortunately, it pulls in a third of the year’s operating costs for the Humane Society. It might not be 21st century, but I don’t think those cats and dogs care much about that when they’re eating dinner.”
I sat on the bed, my feet feeling instant relief as I did.
The day had started with a busted oven and ended with my husband making plans to take a drunk school teacher out to lunch.
I was glad it was finally coming to an end.
“I guess you’ve got a point,” I said, letting out a sigh. “I’m just glad you finally made it – those ladies were seconds away from staging a riot.”
Daniel smiled. He peeled off his buttoned-down shirt, then pulled on a long-sleeved baseball shirt over his head.
Hypocritically, I did a little ogling of my own at him when he wasn’t looking.
“It’s a miracle I made it at all,” he said. “When I got the call at six about that robbery out in Redmond, I thought for sure there was no way I was getting back in time.”
Daniel had been tied up all evening at the 5th Street Pub in Redmond, which was why he’d been late to the event. The owners of the pub had been robbed by a man wearing a red t-shirt wrapped around his face that concealed his features.
It had been the second time in the last month the robber had struck a small business. The time before had been a liquor store.
The local news was already calling the robber “The Booze Bandit,” despite the fact that he wasn’t stealing booze. 
“Are you guys any closer to catching him?” I asked.
“We’re working on it,” Daniel said, taking a seat on the bed next to me. “But it’s only a matter of time before we do. It’s not easy being a robber these days with so many security cameras everywhere. And most guys aren’t smart enough to avoid getting caught.”
He put an arm around me and pulled me close.
“Tell me about your day.”
I shrugged, staring out the window. 
Though no moon or stars could be seen, the fog held a reddish translucence, washing everything out there in its odd, cold glow.
“Not much to tell. I’ve got a broken oven at the shop, but Frank Longworth is letting me use his bakery kitchen at night until it gets fixed. Other than that, my day was pretty standard.”
Daniel nodded.
For a split second, I felt as though he might have been waiting to hear more – to see if I might have had any other news.
But I didn’t.
Nothing at all to speak of.
He kissed the top of my head gently.
“Can I get you anything, Cin? A foot rub or tea or maybe a nightcap?”
I wrapped my arms around his familiar frame, burying my head in his shoulder.
“Just hold me and tell me that this fog is going to lift one of these days.”
He wrapped his arms around me, repeating the words so well, I almost believed him.
“I’m here for you, Cin,” he said. “We’re in this together. Okay?”
I held him back, listening to the comforting sound of his breathing.
 
 
 



 
Chapter 7
 
I lay in bed in the early morning dawn, rubbing my feet together, trying to warm them.
The house smelled of charred wood and old smoke and it made my stomach ache. Outside, a bitter February wind howled. The boards of the house groaned and creaked in the brutal, unrelenting wintry gusts.
The tip of my nose was cold. So were my hands. And my legs.
Our heater had given out the first week of winter and we’d been reliant on the woodstove since. Some nights, the fire in the stove heated the house up too much, and the nights were sweaty and uncomfortable. Other nights, we fell asleep and the fire wouldn’t last long enough. I’d wake up in the pre-dawn hours. Half frozen, feeling as though I’d never be warm again.
I shook under the covers, hoping that some warmth would return to my body soon.
The boards of the small house creaked.
I clamped my teeth together to keep from chattering as a faint voice echoed from the other room, wavering in over the wind.
“Hi, Laurie? I’m so sorry to be calling at this hour, but was my husband at the tavern last night?”
She paused.
“He didn’t come home. No. No. I’m starting to get really worried.”
Another pause.
“He stays out late sometimes with the boys from the mill – but he always comes home, Laurie. And this storm’s got me concerned. I’m afraid he might have tried to walk home and passed out somewhere or—”
Lights flashed against my bedroom walls, followed by the sound of squeaking brakes.
I knew the sound of his truck by heart.
Just like my mom did.
“Oh, Thank God. I think he just got home. Sorry to bother you again, Laurie. I’ll see you at church tomorrow.”
A car door creaked open then shut with more force than was necessary. Heavy, sluggish footsteps echoed on hollow wood. The sound of the keys jangling in the door, missing the key hole a few times. The door knob twisting, the door blowing open. Cold air circulating through the paper-thin walls of the house.
The sound of those heavy boots stumbling in.
I closed my eyes, squeezing them hard, knowing that things were about to get bad.
At only 6 years old, I’d already seen this play out enough times to know where it was headed.
“You’ve got some nerve showing up at this hour.” Her voice trembled with anger. “You don’t call to let me know where you are or what you’re doing. You make me think you’re dead in a ditch somewhere. You make me call half the town looking for you. Your poor daughter has to hear her father come home drunk at five in the morning. What kind of man are you? What kind of man—”
“I’ve got a headache and I don’t need to hear your bullcrap now!”
Doors slamming.Mom sobbing. Eventually dying out into bitter silence.
Leaving only the February wind blowing hard against the house.
And the cold.
 
“I never meant to hurt you, Kiddo.”
 



 
Chapter 8
 
“C’mon,” Kara said, scooping up a forkful of my latest version of the Raspberry Lemon Cream pie and shoveling it into her mouth. “Just guess.”
I pulled out a pan of golden, bubbling Mountain Cherry pies from our only working oven, squashing the urge to yawn again.
It wasn’t that early in the morning, but I hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before. Maybe it had been the out-of-control energy of the bachelor auction or the stressful day before – but it felt like I’d been tossing and turning all night. When I had finally gotten up, the fog still had the town in its grip and I couldn’t seem to fully wake up.
“Okay…” I said, placing the pan on the cool marble countertop and tossing my oven mitts next to it. “8?”
“Higher,” Kara said, shoving another heap of pie into her mouth.
“Hmm… 10?
“More.”
The edges of Kara’s mouth turned up and a sly expression came across her face.
“More?” I said, placing a hand on my hip and raising an eyebrow. “Well, I better just stop guessing and let you tell me, then. We might be here all day.”
“Okay, okay,” she said, dropping the fork on the plate. “You really want to know?”
I nodded.
“Fifteen.”
I felt my face brighten suddenly.
“Oh my gosh, Kara! You’re kidding – you really sold 15 copies of The Magic Slipper yesterday?”
I could see the absolute elation in her eyes.
“I did get one return,” she said, trying to be modest. “And the book’s only priced at $2.99. But just think, Cin – there are 14 people out there right now reading my words – words that I came up with! Completely on my own! Reading all about Katherine and Joe and their love story. Can you believe that?”
I shook my head in content disbelief.
Back in January, Kara had self-published her first romance novel book, “The Magic Slipper” online. At first, it wasn’t selling at all and my best friend had been completely deflated. But over the past week, something had changed. Units began selling. Each morning, she’d stop by my pie shop with an update about how many books she’d sold the day before. The numbers now were climbing like corn stalks in the middle of summer.
“I mean, it’s not a ton of money or anything, but it’s something. John and I have decided to put it aside for Laila. For college, or whatever she wants to do with it when she turns 18.”
I smiled, watching as she picked up her fork again and dug into the remaining slice of pie.
“I’m so proud of you, Kara. Really – I’m just so...”
I trailed off, unable to find the right word to express the way I felt.
I went over to the coffee pot, which had just finished sputtering out some piping hot hazelnut coffee, and refilled both of our mugs.
“I couldn’t have done it without all of your support, Cin. Seriously. If not for how much you loved it, I wouldn’t have had the courage to let anybody else read my book. Thanks for being so supportive.”
I smiled.
I didn’t need her to thank me – supporting your friends and helping them reach their dreams was just something that any good person did.
“And by the way, Cin – this pie is absolutely killer,” she said, finishing off the last bite on the plate and downing it with a big slurp of coffee. “It’s the best Raspberry Lemon one by far.”
“You think?”
She nodded wholeheartedly.
“It just might be my new favorite,” she added. 
The pie was something I had been perfecting in anticipation of Mother’s Day. Though we were several months away, and a whole season removed, I was already thinking far ahead. The success of the pie food trucks in Portland meant that we were opening up a second location in Seattle. It was the biggest risk yet, with by far the biggest possibilities, and I had to bring an A-game collection of pies when we opened in the late spring.
The opportunity was both exciting and nerve-wracking, and in some ways, it felt like everything was converging in my life all at once.
That was part of why the trip to Ireland was going to be so important. I needed time with Daniel, and I also needed time to get away and rest before things got too out of control and busy.
“Can I get you another slice?” I asked.
She eyed the creamy pink pie on the counter next to her for a long moment.
“I better not,” she said. “I’m on a diet.”
Generally, people who were close to me had trouble staying on one of those.
“So how was the bachelor auction last night?” she asked, leaning back on the barstool.
“About the way I expected it would be,” I said, looking out at all that fog obscuring the trees and hills in the distance. “A lot of hooting and screaming. And thanks to Daniel arriving late, I got roped into going to lunch with Rex Dawson.”
Kara’s eyes bulged.
“Say it isn’t true, Cin.”
I nodded.
She let out a snort.
“Poor Cin. If you were going to get a date with anybody, I would have hoped it had been that new guy they hired at the Fire Station back in November. What’s his name? Riley... something or other.”
“Riley Dugan,” I said.
Riley, a 24-year-old, had been the second highest bid of the night. I imagined it had something to do with his big puppy dog eyes and ripped biceps.
“Yeah – Riley.”
A dreamy expression came across Kara’s features.
“I mean, Halloween in Hades,” she said. “That guy doesn’t just put out fires – he starts them. I saw him at Ray’s Grocery the other day, and I almost dropped my bag of apples in the produce aisle. Talk about a drool-worthy dream boat, he’s got—”
I cleared my throat loudly.
“And just how would John feel hearing you talk so shamelessly about a man nearly half his age?”
Kara stopped talking, looking pensively, then she shrugged.
“I don’t think he would mind, Cin. He knows he’s got me, heart and soul. And besides, it’s my job these days to notice such things. I am a romance writer after all.”
I put a hand on my hip and raised an eyebrow.
“So you consider this, uh, this noticing a necessity of the job, then?”
She downed the rest of her coffee and stood up, wrapping her pink pashmina scarf around her neck several times and flipping her blond hair over it.
“Not a necessity, Cin. I consider it a perk. A perk.”
She winked at me mischievously.
I let out a laugh and shook my head.
 
Kara Billings was one of a kind.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 9
 
It had been a long day, and we were just about out of pie. And though I had a lengthy night of baking ahead of me in the kitchen of The Harvest Bread Bakery next door, I was glad at least to have this portion of the day done.
But as I walked out into the dining room and headed for the front door to turn the sign over to “closed,” I realized that I had gotten ahead of myself.
The dining room wasn’t empty. The far booth was occupied by a woman who had come in at exactly 4:45.
The one who came in here every evening since January at exactly 4:45 , downing cup after cup of coffee and staying well beyond closing time.
She was in her mid-forties, with deep-set eyes, shoulder-length brown hair, and a thin frame. The woman had eaten a small piece of Coconut Cocoa Pie and was now on her third cup of coffee. Like usual, a stack of files and papers lay scattered out over the wood table in front of her. She sipped her cup of joe and stared intently at a faded photocopy of an official-looking form.
“Um… can I get you anything else, Vicky?” I asked.
“Oh, I’m good for now. Thanks, though,” she mumbled, not looking up.
“Are you sure?” I said, hoping she might take the hint. “More coffee or another slice of pie for the road?”
But Vicky Delgado was so buried in her work, the subtleties of what I was saying flew right over her. 
Something I knew wasn’t at all normal for the sharp-eyed, quick-witted Sheriff’s Office lieutenant.
“Yep, I’m sure,” she muttered, grabbing one of the files on the far end of the table and dropping it in front of her.
I wiped my hands off on my apron and glanced at the wall clock. It was already half an hour past closing time, and I really needed to start transporting my prepared pies down to The Harvest Bread kitchen. I didn’t want to leave the pie shop abandon and unlocked while I was busy working next door. 
But I couldn’t bring myself to say this to Vicky Delgado.
Maybe it was the way she was so consumed by her work, or the fact that she was in her Sheriff’s Office uniform and seemed imposing, or the fact that even though she worked for Daniel, I didn’t really know Vicky all that well to be so blunt with her. She had only started the job back in November, having come with stellar references from the Portland Police Department. Our interactions had been limited to the Moira Stewart murder investigation back in December, and now her evening visits to my pie shop where I noticed she wasn’t much for small talk.
Vicky was the quiet type. She was hard to read, and I never knew exactly what she was thinking about me, Daniel, or the rest of the small town of Christmas River for that matter.
I held in a sigh, deciding to leave the sign to “open” and let Vicky work in peace for a little while longer. I turned and headed back into the kitchen.
I wasn’t sure what I would do to pass the time, but I’d figure it out. Part of being a good shop owner was giving customers plenty of leeway and always making sure they always felt comfortable. That was my own belief, anyway. I always put a lot of stock in customer service. 
I turned up the volume of the Townes Van Zandt album I was listening to in the kitchen. Then I started packing up some of the prepared pies I’d been making all afternoon to transport to the Harvest Bread Bakery kitchen – whenever that may be. 
I hadn’t been there yet, but I was hoping that Mr. Longworth would be gone for the evening, the way he had said he would. The bread bakery’s kitchen was already small, and on top of that, I wouldn’t want the likes of him looking over my shoulder, judging my work station the way he’d been judging that kid baker who’d run out on the verge of tears. 
I prided myself on always keeping a tidy workspace, but the nature of pie meant mess every now and then. And while I would be sure to clean it up, I couldn’t work in the kind of uptight environment that Frank Longworth—
Suddenly, there was a light tap on the swinging door that separated the kitchen and the dining room.
I looked up to see Vicky standing there, clutching a stack of files at her side.
“Did you change your mind on that second slice of—”
“You were trying to tell me that it was closing time just now, weren’t you?”
“Oh, that. Well…”
It seemed bad form to admit it, but I couldn’t come up with anything else to say.
“And I’m supposed to be good at picking out details,” she said, shaking her head. “Sorry, Cinnamon. I got so caught up there, I didn’t see the time.”
“Oh, I didn’t mean…” I trailed off. “What I meant was that—”
“Don’t feel bad. I don’t mind people being straight with me. And I should learn to read that sign out in front that has the shop hours written on it.”
“No, it’s fine, Vicky. You’re welcome to stay. You’re part of the Sheriff Office’s family now, so come in and stay however long you like. I mean it.”
Vicky paused a long moment in the doorway, staring at me.
“You know, I’ve always heard about this kind of thing,” she said. “I just didn’t believe it really existed.”
“What kind of thing?”
“Small town hospitality,” she said.
“You’re not in the city anymore,” I said, smiling.
“Don’t I know it, too,” she said, her tone unclear as to whether that was a good thing or a bad thing. 
“How are you liking Christmas River so far?”
She pushed her lips out and tilted her head.
“It’s a little quiet, but I’m getting used to it. It’s hardest at night. There’s so much silence – nothing but trees. I lived in a busy part of Portland most of my life, so I’m used to noise at night. At least more dogs barking.”
“You’re always welcome to crash at our house if you can’t sleep. We’ve got two dogs barking there ‘round the clock.”
She let out a rare laugh.
“Well, I hope you come to like Christmas River,” I said, dusting my hands off on my apron. “Maybe it’s not for everyone, but it’s a great place if you give it a chance. And we’re all really glad you’re here, Vicky. I know Daniel’s counting his lucky stars that you took the position with the Sheriff’s Office. He said with your excellent record, you could have had your choice of a high-ranking job with many a city police department.”
She looked down at the ground as I spoke, smiling weakly at the last part.
Then she fell quiet for a long while.
“Well, I better get going, Cinnamon. Sorry again.”
She started to leave.
“I’ll be sure to bring my reading glasses next time,” she said, just before disappearing out into the dining room. “You know, to make sure I read that sign out front.”
“You’re always welcome here, Vicky. At any hour.”
She nodded and I watched as she disappeared out into the dining room. A moment later, I heard the jingle of the front door as she left.
I went back to packing up the pies.
 
It wasn’t until later, when I went out and locked up, that I noticed Vicky had left something behind on the table.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 10
 
I sat by the bedroom window, sipping a cup of hot chamomile mint tea and listening to the soft sounds of Daniel and the pooches breathing.
Hearing them all sleep so soundly comforted me at this dark, hazy hour.
It had been a long while since I’d had a night of uninterrupted sleep, and sitting here by this cold window in my bathrobe, drinking tea, and looking out into the darkness had practically become a ritual from the hours of 2 a.m. to 4 a.m. for me. I’d stare into nothing, usually feeling numb until the chamomile tea began working its magic and I started feeling drowsy again.
Daniel always wanted me to wake him up when I couldn’t sleep like this so that he could stay up with me. For a little while, I had done just that. But Daniel always looked tired the next day, and after a week of that, I stopped waking him. 
I couldn’t see any good reason for the both of us to miss out on a good night’s sleep.
Sometimes during these sleepless hours, I flipped through the Lonely Planet Ireland guidebook and highlighted things that I wanted to do during our upcoming trip. Or I brought in my recipe idea notebook and began jotting down thoughts about new pie flavor combinations. Or I scratched out new marketing ideas for the pie cart in Portland.
But mostly, I just stared into the dark nothingness of the night and thought.
Usually, I only thought about one thing – the thing that always haunted me at this hour and at other quiet moments during the day. But for the last few minutes or so, I’d pushed my mind in a different direction – trying to focus on something else. 
Anything else. 
And for some reason, my thoughts settled on what Vicky Delgado had left behind in the pie shop earlier.
There had been a photograph at the booth where she’d been studying all those files – a wrinkled photo of a young woman. The woman in the picture was wearing an oversized plaid shirt over a low-cut lace top, and she leaned against a scuffed-up wood counter, holding a dishrag. A row of bottles lined the wall behind her, and from the dark lighting in the picture, it was obvious that it had been taken in a bar.
The woman stared out, her red-stained lips locked in a deep frown. Her eyes were a reddish brown that caught the flash of the camera. There was a nose ring in one nostril.
She had the kind of look that sometimes shows up in paparazzi photos of celebrities leaving a restaurant late at night or walking their dogs in their sweats. A look that screamed leave me alone.
It was hard to tell when the picture was taken, but it had been creased and the paper had lost its gloss in some areas. Judging from her authentic-looking grunge style, I would have put money on the photo having been taken sometime in the 90s.
As I sat there, thinking about the photo, I couldn’t shake the feeling that the woman in it was familiar to me somehow. But try as I might, I couldn’t seem to place her.
I wondered how the picture fit into what Vicky had been working on lately at the pie shop. I’d been under the impression that she’d been working on the Booze Bandit robbery case, but maybe this had to do with something else—
“I thought we had an agreement.”
His voice was scratchy and a little loud – the way it got sometimes when he first awakened.
“I only just got up,” I said.
He sat down next to me on the window sill bench.
“Your side of the bed’s colder than the North Pole, so I know that’s a lie.”
I forced a half-smile and shrugged.
“I bet I know what’s keeping you up,” he said, rubbing his eyes and letting out a small yawn. “It’s that date with Rex that’s on your mind, isn’t it? The excitement of having coffee with a bona-fide Christmas River celebrity won’t let you sleep.”
I felt my lips turn up a little at that.
“Now how did you know?” I said.
He draped an arm around my shoulders, pulling me close.
“Just my cop’s intuition, I guess.”
I smiled.
But it didn’t last.
It never could seem to at this hour.
Daniel saw it in my eyes.
“You want to talk about anything?”
I thought about it for a long moment, but then I finally shook my head.
Talking more wouldn’t do much good. 
“Have you thought anymore about telling Warren?” he asked.
“I just… I don’t see the point right now. Warren’s got the beer show that’s filming at the brewery tomorrow, and he’s in such good spirits lately. Telling him about what happened would only spoil it and bring up all that old anger again. And it’d make him worry about me. He’s too old to be worrying more than he needs to.”
“You’re sure?” Daniel whispered.
I held in another sigh and rubbed my face.
“After Ireland, I’ll tell him. And after that, I’ll figure out what I want to do.”
Daniel nodded understandingly. 
“You know, Cin. If you want me to call, I’ll—”
But I shook my head before he could finish the sentence.
Daniel had already asked the question a dozen times or more since January – and while I appreciated the offer, I knew this was something I had to figure out for myself.
I reached for his hand, squeezing it gently. Letting him know that I appreciated him being there for me.
I rested my head on his shoulder, and we sat there like that for a long, long while in silence, gazing out at the foggy night.
“Will you do something for me?” I asked.
“Anything for you, darlin.’”
“Tell me more about what we’re going to see on the Galway Coast.”
He didn’t miss a beat.
“Well I don’t have the guidebook in front of me, but I remember reading that…”
It wasn’t long before I nodded off to the sound of Daniel’s reassuring voice, dreaming of emerald-colored cliffs and steel blue Atlantic waters.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 11
 
“So tell the audience again, Warren – how old are you?”
My grandfather stepped a little closer to the copper brew tank and scratched his head for a long moment, looking at the camera.
Then he returned his attention back to the man asking the question.
“87 years young, mister,” he snapped. “And I don’t mean to be rude, but I hope that’s the last time you’ll ask me that question. After all, it ain’t polite to ask an old man his age five times in as many minutes.”
The baby-faced, thick-necked host let out a forced laugh and it echoed around the cold brew house. He crossed his muscular arms tighter across his perfectly-pressed J-Crew flannel shirt.
“Okay, okay,” he said into the camera. “Everybody out there who decides to visit Geronimo Brewing, remember this: Warren Peters does not like to talk about his age.”
“Oh, I like talking plenty, Harrison,” Warren interjected, coolly. “But I’d just rather not go in circles if I can avoid it. After all, time is the most precious thing we have, son. Best not to waste it when there are more interesting things to talk about.”
Harrison Gordon, the host of the Travel Now Channel’s popular “Brew Town” show, let out a hearty laugh.
“Okay, fair enough,” he mumbled.
Harrison was good-looking, knowledgeable, and could give you an impressive verbal history of the craft beer movement in America.
Harrison Gordon also happened to be an epic fool. He’d arrived late to the shoot this morning, looking and smelling like he’d already spent a good deal of time getting acquainted with the local brewpubs. He’d been distant and aloof, despite Warren’s kind and friendly greeting, and Harrison couldn’t quite seem to get it through his thick skull that there was more to Warren than his age.
If the cameras hadn’t been rolling, I might have stepped in and given Harrison Gordon a piece of my mind. But this was Warren’s big moment – the one he’d been waiting for since producers from the show had contacted him back in late December about filming a segment out here in Central Oregon. And despite Harrison being unpleasant and immature, I couldn’t help but be proud of my grandfather.
He was handling the whole thing with such style.
“So, Warren, how’d you get into brewing? I mean, you don’t exactly see too many brewers like yourself these days.”
Harrison smiled smugly, but Warren wasn’t baited by the thinly veiled rude remark.
“Well, I’m a blue-collar man, through and through. I worked in the mills here in Christmas River nearly my whole life, but working with lumber was never my passion. When I retired, I promised myself that I’d find something I loved to do so I’d have a reason to get up in the morning. For a while, that was playing poker with my buddies. I ended up drinking my fair share of beer during those poker nights. And being here in the Pacific Northwest – a shining beacon of the craft beer movement – I eventually found myself becoming quite knowledgeable about…”
I smiled, watching Warren in his element – rattling on endlessly about beer.
He had a twinkle in his eye as he spoke, and despite the fact that Harrison had been trying to goad him this whole time, he hadn’t broken a sweat.
If I was the average Travel Now Channel viewer watching this at home, I would have booked a trip to visit Geronimo Brewing Co. the moment the show ended.
Of course, I was slightly partial.
“…so you see, Harrison, I’m not really much different than a lot of younger fellas who got into this business. We’re all after the same thing – making a damn fine pint of beer and not—”
Just then, a shadow crossed the window panes facing Main Street. My eyes drifted over for a second.
I glanced back at Warren, who had started going into the offerings that Geronimo Brewing Co. had on their beer menu. Then I quietly tiptoed around a few production assistants and piles of equipment, heading for the door. I slid out of the pub, not making a sound.
She was dressed in the beige slacks and collared long-sleeve Sheriff’s uniform. There was a serious, stiff expression on her face that immediately worried me.
“I stopped by the pie shop, and they told me you were here,” she said quickly.
“Yeah – Warren’s got a film crew in there. They’re featuring the brewery on the Travel Now Channel. Is everything okay?”
“When, uh, when I was working at your shop last night, I think I might have left something behind by accident. Something important. I…”
“A photo, right?”
Her eyebrows lifted suddenly and a look of pure relief suddenly swept across her face.
“I put it in a safe place in the kitchen,” I said.
She inhaled deeply.
“We can go now and get it if you want.”
“No… I just got worried that I lost it. I can come by later and get it – I wouldn’t want you to miss your grandfather’s moment.”
I shrugged, craning my neck and looking back in the window.
Warren was waving his arms around wildly, and I couldn’t help but smile.
He was a natural.
“Knowing him, he’s only just getting started. Besides – I’ll catch the rest when it airs.”
Vicky nodded, obviously relieved.
 
We walked back through the thick fog to the shop.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 12
 
“I know it’s probably none of my business, and I’m sorry for prying. But the woman in that picture looks familiar to me somehow. I can’t put my finger on it.”
I took off my plaid wool coat and hung it up. Tiana passed by, balancing a big tray of fresh HubbaHubba Chocolate Cherry Pies with all the expertise of a professional juggler. A small trickle of sweat was running down her temple and her face was as red as the sour cherries that went into the pie.
I nodded gratefully to her as she headed out to the front case with them.
Being down to one oven had put a lot of stress on all of us.
I went over to the small bookshelf near the back door where I kept all of my most treasured cookbooks, including my mother’s old weathered one that she used to write down pie recipes and easy weeknight meals. I pulled it out, flipping gently through the stained pages to where I’d placed the photo for safe-keeping. I gently handed it to Vicky.
“Anyway, I thought I should tell you that she looked familiar. You know, in case it might help somehow…”
“This woman would probably look familiar to a lot of people,” she said. “This photo was featured on news channels across the state in 1993. There were a few billboards with this picture on the highway in and out of Christmas River.”
“Oh,” I said, suddenly feeling a little foolish.
Here I’d been thinking that maybe I was on to something.
“It’s an old case that I’m working on,” Vicky said. “This woman, along with another one, went missing in the early nineties after getting off of a Greyhound bus here in Christmas River. The police never found out what happened to either one of them.”
I’d had a feeling that the girl had met an unhappy fate, considering that the photo seemed to be part of Vicky’s police files.
But hearing it out loud made my heart sink a little.
“I see,” I said in a quiet voice. 
Vicky gazed at the photo.
“It’s a cold case now. But I’ve been working on it for a while. Trying to find something – anything – that tells us what might have happened to those girls.”
I glanced at the picture.
“Where was she from?”
Vicky stared at the photo, and for a long minute, I wasn’t sure if she’d heard me. There was a faraway, distant look on her face.
“Gresham,” she said. “Just outside of Portland. She was headed to Boise that February. But she never made it.”
Vicky bit her lower lip absentmindedly.
“She disappeared at the Marionberry Truck Stop Diner on the west side of Christmas River. The bus stopped there for a break. She got off, and never got back on.”
I felt a chill pass through my body when she said that.
And what was more, it suddenly jogged my memory.
I closed my eyes, the smell of the heater of Warren’s old car as we drove those icy streets to school coming back to me.
“I remember hearing about her now,” I said.
My mom had still been alive back in 1993, but she always had to get to work early, so Warren usually drove me to school in the mornings. We’d listen to the local country station, and I remembered hearing the news segments talking about the girls who went missing at the truck stop.
I remembered the billboards, too, now. And the way Warren clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth and muttered “Those poor families.”
“This one’s name was Amy or Emily or—”
“Amelia,” Vicky said, correcting me. “But her friends called her Millie.”
Vicky gazed at the photo for a second longer. Then, abruptly, she took the wrinkled picture and stuffed it in the folder she had tucked under her arm.
“Thanks for saving this, Cinnamon,” she said quickly. “I better get back to the station now.”
Before I could say anything more, Lt. Vicky Delgado had turned and walked past the swinging dividing doors. A second later, I felt a draft work its way through the kitchen.
I stared out the back window at the ghostly trees, rubbing my chin.
Thinking about the past. 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 13
 
A deep chill settled across Christmas River that afternoon. But despite it, I was sweating like I was running through a swamp in the middle of summer. Sweat poured down my back, seeping through my fleece pullover. My deep breaths came out in puffy wisps. My heart thumped wildly in my ribcage.
I’d just come from the brewery. They’d had a break during the filming of the show, but when I walked in, the entire crew – save for Harrison Gordon who was in the corner talking loudly to his agent on his cell phone – was gathered around the old man, listening to one of his stories. All of them were clearly smitten with my grandfather, and predictably, he was just lapping up the attention like a dog at a plate of gravy.
I left shortly after getting there, figuring he’d give me all the details of the filming later when he wasn’t in such high demand.
I forced my legs to move faster as I approached another small hill. The trail was frozen solid, which was a good thing in some ways. Sometimes during the winter, the trails around Christmas River could turn into slippery rivers of mud that made it hard to walk on, let alone run on. 
I guess the freezing fog was good for something.
I kept going, climbing and climbing. My mind wandered.
I’d been thinking about Amelia – the missing woman. About her poor family, and the family of the other woman who went missing later that year.
I’d been thinking about how terrible it would have been for the family to go through their lives not knowing what happened. 
Knowing that most likely, their loved one was dead. But the bitter circumstances of that death left as a terrible mystery. Leaving them with nothing but questions. 
And I’d been thinking about families in general. About how when someone left, whether it was by choice or not, it was like they left behind a kind of ghost of themselves to haunt the rest of their family. A phantom of memory. Because that empty chair at the dining table or that seat in the living room where they always watched television wasn’t ever truly empty. It was filled with memories that came back to you every time you looked in that direction.
If you were lucky, there were good memories.
But most of the time, there was usually some bad ones mixed in.
I thought about the small house I’d grown up in. That rickety chair at the head of the breakfast table. 
I got to the top of the hill and then pulled off to the side, leaning forward and placing my hands on my knees, wheezing hard and feeling sick. 
A moment later, the bacon and eggs Daniel had made me for breakfast covered the frozen ground in front of me.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 14
 
That morning, almost four weeks earlier, had been just like any other sleepy day in January.
The pie shop had settled into its usual post-Christmas hangover slump. Folks, ready to put an end to the madness of holiday eating, were holding strong to their New Year’s resolutions and staving off their sugar cravings. I knew from experience that this lull generally lasted until the second or third week of January – when those New Year’s Resolutions crumbled like a stale cookie. Sometimes, the diet resolve fell apart in a single moment of weakness when they stole a bite of pie off of a friend’s plate. For others, it happened in a more spectacular fashion. The starvation they’d put themselves through for the first few weeks of January would come to a head, and they’d wind up in my shop, looking to eat their body weight in sugary, buttery pastry and comforting calorie-laden fillings.
Some nearly succeeded.
But the morning the man in the gray coat came into the shop and took a seat at one of the booths was before those annual resolutions dissolved, and my pie shop was a near ghost town. 
I’d been out in the dining room when he came in, recognizing him straight away as the man from the retirement home. The one in his mid-60s who was always sitting near the reception desk when I came in to drop off my weekly stack of pies for the residents.
“I knew I’d make a believer out of you, yet,” I’d said, grabbing a fresh mug and the pot of bubbling coffee from off of the coffee cart.
I was smiling to myself when I said it, pleased that I’d finally gotten him to come into my shop.
I thought it was because I’d been persistent and kind.
I went over to his table, pouring him a fresh cup of coffee. In the gray morning light, he looked older somehow. Jittery, too, and pale. Like maybe he’d already had too much coffee that morning.
“What can I get you?” I’d asked.
I began rattling off the shop’s pie offerings, the way I always did for a new customer.
I didn’t notice the way he was looking at me.
Not until I’d gone through my list and he didn’t say anything.
“Is something wrong?” I’d finally asked.
He just kept looking at me, his brown eyes reaching for something.
I put it together a split second before he uttered the words.
 
“It’s all wrong, kiddo.”
 
The pot of coffee slipped out of my hand and sprayed glass and hot liquid all across the dining room.
 
 



 
 
Chapter 15
 
“What an attention hog!” she shouted.
I cracked a smile. 
I stopped stroking Crabtree’s scrappy neck and looked beyond the wooden fence.
Elise Orcutt emerged from the small greenhouse, setting down a pot of white flowers and shutting the glass door behind her. She picked up a large bag of feed by the barn, and began walking across the frozen ground toward us. Her rubber boots made hard thuds against the pasture ground as she walked.
“You could say that again,” I said.
Elise placed the bag down near the fence and clapped her gloves free of dust. Crabtree made a honking sound at that, his nostrils flaring out.
“He’s one lucky donkey to have such a nice friend visit him so often,” she said. “There’s not enough time in the day for me to give him all the pets and attention he’d like.”
I smiled, glad that my stomach had finally settled down.  
I had come to know Elise the year before when she adopted one of the cattle dogs I used to walk at the local Humane Society. I followed her on Instagram, where she actively posted photos of the various rescue animals to a large following who helped support the farm with donations. We’d developed a friendship of sorts since I’d started running by her ranch regularly and bringing Crabtree treats.
I’d learned that Elise had bought the small farm a year earlier, not long after the death of her husband from a sudden heart attack. Her daughter was attending graduate school up in Seattle, and Elise ran the whole operation by herself. 
Elise struck me as a little gruff, but overall, there was something about her you couldn’t help but like. I could also see that she was still grieving over the death of her husband, and I half wondered if this was the reason why we didn’t see her in town much. I couldn’t imagine how hard it was to go through such a loss.
“Hey – I didn’t see you at the bachelor auction,” I said, smiling at her, stroking Crabtree’s neck again.
I’d extended an invitation to her earlier that week in case she’d wanted a night out. But it was mostly just a courtesy – I knew she wouldn’t come.
“Aw, I just didn’t feel up to it,” she said. “Thanks for the invite, though. I suppose I missed out on a lot.”
“Just some run-of-the-mill barnyard behavior,” I said. “Nothing you don’t see every day here on the ranch.”
She let out a snort at that.
“So who ended up getting Daniel?” she asked.
“A second grade teacher at the elementary school.”
“A school teacher?Sounds like he’ll be in good hands, then.”
“I don’t think you’d be saying that if you’d seen this one at the auction,” I said. “We had to cut her off at the bar. And the way she was looking at Daniel was plain unbefitting for someone in her profession.” 
Elise let out another laugh.
She leaned down, ripped open the bag of food with a box cutter, heaved it up, and began filling the trough attached to the fence with it.
Crabtree, who had been reveling in my ear rubs, heard a higher calling and began walking over to the fresh food.
“I guess I ought to get back to town, anyway,” I said, dusting my hands off. “I’ve got a lot of work to do with Valentine’s Day coming up.”
“Well, Old Crabtree thanks you for your time and attention,” she said. “And he wants you to know he’ll be performing all day tomorrow and into the weekend, too.”
I grinned. Then I waved goodbye and started heading down the path, back to the pie shop.
I was still thinking of the man in the gray jacket as I ran.
 
But the visit to the farm helped, the way it always did.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 16
 
I pulled out the pan of bubbling mountain cherry pies, setting them down on the wooden butcher block. I inspected them for a long moment in the warm lights of the bakery. The lattice tops were a shade of warm gold and the egg glaze I’d brushed on just before sticking the pies in the oven gave them a lovely glossy sheen. The filling bubbled crimson, and the aroma of warm, gooey cherries wafted through the bread bakery kitchen.
It was almost a shame that I was the only one here to appreciate the magic of it all.
But I supposed I wasn’t completely alone – Otis was here with me, keeping me company with his timeless crooning.
I turned off the ovens and began cleaning down the countertops vigorously with a mixture of vinegar and water.
I was tired and didn’t feel like making the place sparkle, but I wasn’t planning on getting on Frank Longworth’s bad side anytime soon, and that would take some work.
I wondered if there was anybody who was actually on the man’s good side. And I also wondered how somebody so crabby and malcontent ended up making bread for a living. Much like baking pies, I imagined that successfully baking bread required a kind, generous spirit. I always believed that on a subconscious level people could tell when something was made with love, and when something wasn’t. Bakers couldn’t hide behind their creations, and oftentimes, it seemed that bakeries that didn’t do well fell short in the kind, generous spirit department.
But The Harvest Bread Bakery had thrived here in Christmas River for the past 25 years, and was widely regarded as one of our small town’s best local businesses.
I supposed that Frank Longworth might have been just a little rough around the edges, but that deep down, he was probably a decent person. The fact that he’d agreed to let me use his ovens this week was a sign of that – even if he seemed a little begrudging about the whole thing. He’d just about saved Valentine’s Day for my business, and I was grateful.
I wiped down the last counter and did a thorough inspection of the entire kitchen, making sure nothing was out of place. Then, after the pies had cooled for a few minutes, I placed a sheet of aluminum foil over them, turned out all the lights, locked up, and brought the freshly-baked pies with me back to my own shop kitchen. After they had mostly cooled, I put all but one of the pastries in the refrigerator to stay fresh, and I locked up my own shop, walking south on Main Street through the fog, carrying an extra pie that was destined for a certain soon-to-be television star.
My stomach let out a few angry grumbles and I suddenly realized that I hadn’t eaten anything since this morning. And that didn’t really count because I’d left it on the trail at lunch time.
I hurried along, picking up the pace, hoping that Warren might be in a generous mood tonight and share some of this pie with me.
I got to the brewery and went around back to the side door entrance that led to the stairs. I climbed up and knocked twice on the door of Warren and Aileen’s condo.
The lights were on in the living room and it spilled out onto the small patio. I could hear Old Blue Eyes coming from the kitchen – a sure sign of Warren being around.
I waited, but there was no answer.
I knocked again, louder this time.
“Old man? You guys home?”
A gentle gust of wind blew through the gnarled branches of the juniper above me, causing the big tree to sway gently in the fog.
I fought off a round of shivers as I pulled out my phone and called Warren.
There was no answer.
I leaned over the wood railing, craning my neck to see around the building – Aileen’s car wasn’t in its usual parking space.
I headed back downstairs, going over to the brewery’s side door entrance. I knelt down, uncovering a few rocks before finding the right one that hid the extra key to the pub. I unlocked the door, turned on the lights, and headed inside.
Because of the filming schedule, Warren and Aileen had decided to close the brewery tonight – something they very rarely did. I was glad they had, though. The two of them deserved a night off between the intense filming schedule and the wild antics of the Puppy Love Auction the evening before.
I set the pie down squarely in the middle of the smooth pine bar and reached across, grabbing a pad of paper that the bartenders used for drink orders. I wrote out a quick note of congratulations to the old man and Aileen, setting it down by the fresh cherry pie. Then I sent a quick text, telling Warren there was a treat waiting for him in the pub whenever he got back home.
I started heading out the door I had come in, but I stopped suddenly when I heard a strange clicking sound.
I turned around, studying the empty pub for a long moment, trying to figure out what had made the noise.
That’s when I noticed the faint light coming from beneath the office door in the very back of the building.
“Old man?You in here?”
I paused, waiting for a response.
Warren’s hearing wasn’t what it had once been, and I gathered that he was back there somewhere and hadn’t heard me come in.
I headed for the office door – the room where Warren and Aileen kept all of their business ledgers and delivery schedules. I reached for the knob.
“Old man – don’t you know there’s a freshly-baked cherry pie just sitting out here with your name on it? I would have thought you could have smelled it the second I—”
“Don’t you touch a hair on her head, you bastard!”
 
A moment later, I was flying backwards, hitting the cold pine floor with a hard, tail bone-crunching thud.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 17
 
I stood near the front of the pub, gazing numbly out the window at the blue and red lights flashing in the fog.
I wasn’t exactly in shock. But I wasn’t exactly feeling altogether alert, either. I’d hit the ground pretty hard after the robber had run into me and sent me flying across the pub. And even though over an hour had passed since the Booze Bandit had made off with $2,000 of Warren and Aileen’s hard-earned money, I was still in a daze.
The whole thing had left me shaken.
“Cin – I really think we should take you in to the doctor, all right? It’s important.”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m just a little sore. But nothing’s broken. I’ll be fine.”
Daniel studied me as Deputy Billy Jasper walked past us, wearing latex gloves and carrying a small fingerprinting kit.
There was a stoic, serious expression on his face.
“It might seem like nothing,” Daniel said when Billy was out of earshot. “But it’s better to be safe than sorry. Especially if there’s any possibility that, you… you know, you could be…”
He trailed off, but I finished the sentence for him silently.
Pregnant.
I shook my head.
“I’m not.”
He peered at me.
“You’re certain about that?”
I nodded.
“Still, I think it’d be a good idea to take you in,” Daniel said. “I want to make sure that you’re really okay and—”
“I’m okay,” I said, grabbing his hand. “But I’ll be even better when you catch the guy who did this.”
I looked over at my grandfather as I spoke.
He was sitting at one of the barstools next to the cherry pie, which remained untouched. He was talking to Vicky, recounting what had happened for at least the third time. Her hand was quickly flying across her notepad as he spoke, and I could see that she was listening intently to every word the old man was saying.
Warren looked a little shaken, too. His frame seemed smaller, somehow, sitting there at the bar. There was a blank expression on his face, and he looked tired and sad. 
It just about killed me to see him that way.
“I mean, just think, Daniel,” I said, my throat getting thick with emotion. “That bastard had a gun. Anything could have happened to Warren. It’s a miracle that…”
I swallowed hard, the image of the man with the red T-shirt covering his face flashing into my mind again.
The robber had broken in through a back window in the brew house. Warren had been in his office, working on some last minute business when the door had flown open and he’d come face to face with the barrel of a gun.
My eyes grew damp, just thinking about the many possible outcomes. 
Noticing, Daniel put an arm around me.
“He’s okay, Cin,” he whispered. “Your grandpa’s a tough old nut. As tough as they come. Nothing was going to happen to him. Hell, even if the gun had gone off, he probably would’ve talked the bullet out of hitting him. You know how he never shuts up.” 
I sniveled, feeling my lips turn up a little at that.
“I’ll let you get away with that insult this time, Daniel Brightman,” I said in a weak voice. “But don’t you dare start a trend. You hear?”
He smiled. 
I drew in a deep breath as the moment of levity faded.
“Is it the same guy as the one who hit the bar in Redmond? The Booze Bandit?” I asked, already knowing the answer, but asking anyway.
“I can’t be sure yet until we see the security footage, but based on your descriptions, I’d be surprised if it wasn’t him,” Daniel said.
He let out an unsteady breath.
“I am sure about one thing, though,” he said.
He looked at me with serious, steadfast eyes.
“He’ll be sitting in jail before next week. And we’ll get Warren’s money back to him. One way or another.”
I nodded, biting my lip.
A few seconds later, Warren got up off the barstool and walked over to us. Vicky had completed her questioning.
The old man shook his head, peering at me.
“I swear, Cinny Bee, when I saw you on the ground like that, I thought for a moment that…”
His voice gave out and he trailed off, looking like somebody had just punched him hard in the ribcage.
I knew something about how he was feeling.
I reached out and hugged him hard.
Just then, the back door that led to the brew house flew open. Aileen stood in the doorway with a bag of groceries at her hip. A look of pure panic warped her features so much, I wasn’t sure at first that it was actually her.  
She scanned the room of deputies.
“Oh, dear heaven! Where’s my Warren? What’s happened? What—”
Warren waved his hands to get Aileen’s attention.
“It’s okay, sweetie. Everything’s okay. We’ve just had ourselves a little robbery, but everybody’s all right. We’re just—”
A moment later, the bag of groceries hit the floor and she was running across the room. Aileen embraced Warren with all the strength of a category four hurricane.
“I saw the police lights down the road and I thought… I thought…” she stuttered.  
She hugged him and kissed him like they were long lost lovers.  
The old man flushed red at the overt display of affection in front of so many people.
But he was smiling a little too.
“I’m all right, woman,” he said in between her kisses. “I didn’t drop dead of a heart attack or nothin.’”
“Don’t joke like that!” she mumbled.
She brushed away a couple of tears from her cheeks and smiled at him through bleary eyes.
 
I squeezed Daniel’s hand, feeling my own eyes grow damp again.  





 
Chapter 18
 
“Why didn’t you ever tell me about Vicky’s sister?”
I was stretched out next to Daniel on the wood steps of our backyard deck, trying to avoid sitting directly on my sore tailbone. 
It was cold, but not like the kind of frigid cold that was typical for Christmas River this time of year. The mist kept it from getting too chilly at night, and it felt good to be out in the fresh air. We watched Huckleberry and Chadwick trot through the dead grass of the meadow in the red evening fog, sipping from our hot mugs of Sleepytime tea.
When we’d gotten home from the brewery that night, I’d been so exhausted, I felt like I’d be able to sleep for a week. But at some point, my eyes had flipped open and I couldn’t fall back asleep.
It didn’t matter how comfy and cozy you made your bedroom: At 3 a.m. in the morning with the worries of the world weighing heavily on your mind, the walls always felt like they were closer together than they really were.
My mind had been racing hard. Going from thoughts of the robbery, to thoughts of what had happened back in January. Eventually, I’d settled on something that had been picking at my brain for the majority of the afternoon – my conversation with Vicky and the photo she’d accidently left at my pie shop. The one of the young woman. 
Amelia.
When Vicky left my shop, memories of the news reports from 1993 had started coming back to me. 
And I’d remembered the missing girl’s last name. 
It was Amelia Delgado.
Everything became a lot clearer once I realized that. 
“Vicky doesn’t talk too much about it,” Daniel said, gazing out across the foggy meadow. “My sense is that the pain is still pretty raw for her.”
“It must be why she chose to come here to Christmas River,” I mumbled. “Why she took the job with the Sheriff’s Office in the first place. This was the last place her sister was seen alive.”
“Yeah, I always figured that was her motive,” he said. “Her references at Portland PD were sterling. Everyone I talked to said she was on track there for becoming captain one day. Taking a lieutenant job with a small Sheriff’s department in Central Oregon wouldn’t have exactly been the next rung up on the ladder for someone like her.”
I took a sip of my tea, thinking about Vicky’s sister and what I remembered from the news reports at the time.
I remembered Amelia’s mother appearing on a live broadcast once, holding up a photo of her daughter. I remembered news footage of the truck stop diner where the bus had stopped here in Christmas River – the last place Amelia was seen alive. I remembered that when the news stories had died out and the police had no leads, all had gone quiet until a year later when a second woman went missing at the same bus stop. A young mother, also from Portland.
The media had had a field day when the second woman went missing.
Part of it was because it made two possible victims.
And now, on hindsight, I could also see that there may have been another reason the second woman received more attention and her story made national headlines. 
She had blonde hair, pale skin, and had come from a more affluent part of Portland than Amelia.
I closed my eyes for a long moment, thinking about Vicky.
It must have been hell to go through something like that.
Vicky had a tough, no-nonsense facade that had put me on my back heels when she’d first been hired by the Sheriff’s Department.
But I knew from experience that sometimes the people who had the hardest, toughest exteriors were often that way for a reason.
Vicky had mentioned Amelia had been on her way to Boise when she disappeared.
I remembered her telling me at the Sheriff’s Office Christmas party that she’d attended Boise State for her undergrad.
It wasn’t a stretch to think that Amelia had been on her way to see her when she disappeared.
I shivered.
“So nobody ever came close to finding out what happened to Vicky’s sister?” I asked.
Daniel shook his head sadly.
“I’ve looked at the case file a dozen times since I started working there – or what’s left of it. It’s one of the biggest unsolved cases in the county and—”
“What’s left of it?” I said. “What do you mean?”
Daniel set his mug of tea down on the deck.
“Back in the late nineties, there was a fire at the Sheriff’s Office. Somebody was smoking indoors when they shouldn’t have been. The filing room went up in flames. Almost took the whole station with it.”
I furrowed my brow.
That I didn’t remember hearing about. Of course, I had a lot of other things on my mind in the late nineties. Namely what crazy color I should dye my hair and how to not let everyone see the pain I was going through after my mother had died.
“This was before all the records were transferred digitally,” Daniel continued. “The officers were able to salvage a lot of files from the fire, but a few key ones from both the Amelia Delgado case and the Laura Baynes case were lost.”
“What bad luck,” I mumbled, shaking my head.
Just then, Huckleberry trotted up to us, carrying a muddy bone that he’d buried at some point in the meadow. He sat down in front of me, letting the bone drop at my feet.
I reached out and rubbed his soft little head.
“Vicky’s been studying the case for years,” Daniel continued. “Since she took the lieutenant job, I’ve been helping her with what I can. But I don’t think we’ve made the kind of progress she was hoping for when she moved her whole life here.”
I shook my head sadly.
Twenty-five years had gone by since anybody had seen Vicky’s sister alive. 
The odds of finding out what happened at this stage had to be close to none – at best. 
“Do you think anyone will ever find out what happened to them?” I asked in a quiet voice.
Daniel hesitated, staring out into nothing for a long while. 
“I don’t know, Cin. I honestly don’t.”
He reached for my hand.
“But I won’t give up hope. Not for Amelia, or for the other missing woman, either. Or for any of the county’s cold cases.”
“You can never give up hope, Cin.” 
I rested my head on his shoulder.
“Pohly County sure lucked out when you ran for Sheriff,” I said.
He smiled, and we both fell silent for a long time.
“Say, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you. I just haven’t gotten around to doing it yet.”
“Shoot,” I said.
“I wanted to know – what do you think about soccer?”
I lifted my head off of his shoulder and peered at him.
“Huh?”
“Soccer. When our kids are old enough, do you think we should sign them up to play?”
My lips turned up at the pleasant change in the conversation. 
“It’s hard to say, considering there’s no kid yet – not even the beginnings
of a kid yet.”
“No, but there will be before we know it. And from what everyone tells me, once it gets going, things go fast. We might as well get all of this sorted out while we’ve got the time.”
It was nice talking about the future like this – about a day when all this gray mist wasn’t hanging over everything. About a day when little Cinnamons and Daniels would be running around in this backyard meadow.
“I never played soccer growing up, but I always liked the sport,” I said. “It seemed fun. The boys who played it in high school were always nice.”
“The girls were, too,” Daniel said, giving me a big, mischievous joker smile.
I rolled my eyes then punched him playfully.
“I bet those girls liked you, Daniel Brightman. Riding around in that old truck, playing that guitar of yours by the lake at night like a modern day Romeo. I’m sure they liked you plenty.”
“They might have,” he said, looking out at the meadow as Chadwick came into view and started trotting back to us. “But you see, my heart was already taken at that point.”
I looked at him slyly.
“Was it now?”
He nodded.
“Always was and always will be with you, my fiery pie baking beauty.”
He lifted my chin, laying a soft, smoldering kiss on my lips.
“Besides, I never played guitar for them,” he said. “I only brought that trick out for the girl I really cared about.”
I felt my heart swell a little in my chest.
“I doubt that,” I mumbled.
“So what do you think about soccer?” Daniel said after a moment had passed. “Should we sign our kid up?”
I got goosebumps again when he said “our kid.” 
“I like the idea,” I said, smiling. “Better than guitar lessons, I’d wager.” 
 
He laughed, a glimmer in his eye. 
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 19
 
“Say, there’s my girl!”
“Huh?”
I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and glanced at the alarm clock on the nightstand. It was half past 8, and Daniel had already left for the day.
My tailbone was throbbing, and for a moment, I forgot why.
“Don’t you know the sound of your celebrity crush when you hear it?” the voice said.
“Uhh… I’m sorry, I don’t—”
I swallowed hard, trying to place the voice. My mind wasn’t operating at normal speeds yet. 
“Sorry – who’s this?” 
A big sigh crackled over the line. 
“Geez, it’s Rex, for goodness sakes,” he said. “Rex Dawson. You know – the handsome weatherman you paid a nice chunk of change to spend time with?”
I felt a sinking feeling in my gut when I heard that.
A feeling that nobody should have before coffee. 
At the Puppy Love Auction, I’d told Rex that I’d have to check my schedule before I could commit to a time for our lunch, and that I would call him to set it up later in the week.
Secretly, I’d just been hoping he’d forget about the date altogether.
But it looked like I wasn’t going to get out of it that easily.
I sat up in bed.
“Oh, yeah. Hi, Rex,” I said, trying not to sound as groggy and out of it as I felt.
After the Geronimo Brewpub robbery the night before, I’d called Tiana and asked if she wouldn’t mind opening the shop alone today while I caught up on a little sleep.
“So how about our date, little lady?” Rex’s throaty voice came through the speaker. “I’ve got this Friday wide open for yours truly.”
There was that sinking feeling again in my gut.
Not that I wasn’t flattered, but the idea of spending an hour alone with Rex just didn’t strike me as, well, fun.
“Sorry, but I still have to check my schedule, Rex,” I said. “With Valentine’s Day coming up, I’m up to my neck in work at the shop. How about I get back to you next week?”
“Sure thing, girly. I’m going to give you my assistant Roberta’s number to call back. She does all my scheduling and event booking. You got a pen?”
I felt around on the nightstand until I found one, half-heartedly taking down the number on a scrap of paper, knowing I’d probably avoid calling her also.
“Great, Rex. I’ll get back to you soon.”
I felt a twinge of guilt at saying that, knowing I was being disingenuous.
“See you soon, girly,” he said.
I hung up, looking out the window, rubbing my face. 
My heart skipped a beat as the image of the robber flashed into my mind suddenly. 
I hadn’t gotten a good look at him – all I’d seen was the red T-shirt and the oversized bulky black jacket he’d been wearing. But it was almost as if I could still feel his energy around me somehow.
The man was angry. He hadn’t said a word to me, but I could tell. I could feel it in the split second when he plowed into me, sending me flying across the pub’s floor. 
I was tempted to think that these kinds of things didn’t happen in small towns like Christmas River. But the truth was, break-ins and robberies like this did happen all the time in small towns. We weren’t anymore immune to greed and violence than anywhere else in the country. 
I knew I shouldn’t have been so surprised.
But I always was when something like this happened in Christmas River.
I stood up. My lower back cracked a little as I did, and I let out a groan.
 
I started hobbling to the kitchen where a cup of coffee and some much-needed Advil awaited me.
 



 
 
Chapter 20
 
“So Warren’s really doing okay?” Kara asked, her face drawn in a concerned expression.
I nodded, rolling out a round of sour cream hazelnut dough that was going to be used as the crust in the Hunk of Burning Love Chocolate Chile Cream
Pie that had become a hit at the pie food cart in Portland this February.
The pie was an unusual one all right. Most people weren’t expecting a roasted kick of chile when they bit into a pie, but this one had it in spades. It wasn’t exactly for everyone, but much like my autumn hit – the Apple Green Chile Pie – this one had a loyal following that couldn’t seem to get enough of it. The Portland Daily had included this flavor in a Valentine’s Day sweets article a month ago, and since then, the demand for it at the Portland pie truck had gone through the roof.
People here in Christmas River weren’t quite as daring palate-wise as the folks on the other side of the Cascades, but the pie had been selling pretty decently nonetheless.
Its flashy name got a lot of attention.
“Warren’s doing fine,” I said. “I went over to see him first thing this morning. He was a little shaken last night, but he seemed a lot better today. He was talking about the scolding he was going to give that criminal when the police caught him.”
Despite being held at gunpoint by the robber, Warren hadn’t gotten a very good look at him, either. With the red t-shirt wrapped around his face, only the perp’s eyes were exposed during the robbery. Warren had said they were a shade of “cowardly hazel,” whatever that meant exactly. He’d been able to tell the police the type of gun the robber had. But he hadn’t seen much beyond that. The robber hadn’t even spoken to him. 
“Man, Cin – I’m so glad that he’s okay,” Kara said, putting a hand over her heart. “I’m glad you’re okay, too. That must have been scary.”
She took a long sip of the Cherry Bomb Mocha she’d brought over from the Christmas River Coffee Shack, then shook her head.
“You’d think that by living in a small town, all these crazy things wouldn’t happen, right? I mean, things are supposed to be safer here. That’s the bargain of living in small town America. You don’t have a Macy’s around the corner like in a big city, but you’re supposed to have peace of mind instead.”
She glanced over at Laila. The little girl was sitting on the stool next to Kara, sucking on a spoon of chocolate pudding that I’d given her after mixing up a big batch of it for some of my Banana Chocolate Cream pies.
“But I tell you, lately Cin? I’m not so sure if anywhere is safe. It’s a crazy, crazy world. Just look at everything that’s happened in the last couple of years – all the things you’ve gotten tangled up in.”
“Well, part of the reason for that is because I’m married to the Sheriff,” I said, reaching for my own cherry mocha and taking a sip. “It’s hard to be the Sheriff’s wife and not get tangled up in things.”
Kara nervously combed a hand through her long blond hair.
“Maybe,” she said. “But last night’s robbery had nothing to do with you being married to Daniel. You finding Moira’s body back in December had nothing to do with that, either. Or that Dulany incident before that.”
I studied her for a long moment. Her lips were fixed in a deep frown and she seemed genuinely troubled.
“Sometimes I just worry about Laila growing up in a world like this,” she continued. “Christmas River is one of the safer places, you know? But even here, crazy things happen. And not just every once in a blue moon, either. They happen a lot, Cin. A lot.”
I glanced past her shoulder and out the window for a long moment, watching the mist weave through the white trunks of the bare aspens.
I’d be lying if some of what Kara was saying hadn’t been on my mind lately, too.
It was hard to tell if the world had gotten crazier, or if we just heard more about it these days. But regardless, the thought of one day raising a child with the way things were sent rivers of panic through me if I thought too much about it.
There was so much uncertainty, so much to fear.
And so much to lose.
I glanced over at little Laila. She was happily licking off the very last bits of the spoon, her tight little curls bouncing as she did. Those wide eyes of hers gazing at something out the window – her lips curling up into the slightest of smiles. A joke that neither Kara nor I would probably ever know about.
“But there’s chocolate pudding, too,” I said.
“Huh?”
I glanced back at Kara, shaking my head.
“Nothing.Just… I know it feels hopeless sometimes. But it’s not all bad, Kara. There’s good in the world, too. Laila’s part of it.”
I smiled at my best friend.
“You are, too,” I said.
It was easy to focus on the bad, scary things in life. Especially when it seemed like that was all there was.
But that was never true. Good was always right alongside it. You just needed to look for it.
Kara smiled back at me.
“Your optimism makes me sick sometimes, you know that?” she said.
I let out a laugh and then shrugged.
“You just caught me at a good moment. Believe me, I haven’t been feeling all that optimistic lately.”
I gazed at Laila.
“Still, I’ve been trying.”
Kara nodded slightly, then grabbed the spoon that Laila was now finished with. She went over to the sink, rinsing it off and placing it in the dishwasher.
I pressed the edges of the sour cream dough round I was working on into the edges of a pie tin.
“Well, I guess I better head back to the shop,” she said. “Things have been so slow there lately, I’ve been going out of my mind. But like I learned at my small business conference last year – it’s the foolish business woman who doesn’t take advantage of the slow times to get ahead.”
“If things get too slow there, you know where to find me,” I said. “I’ve got a batch of lemon gingersnaps that’ll be coming out of the oven in exactly half an hour.”
She slid into her coat and grinned as she eyed the oven.
“I swear, sometimes I think that you’re evil in an apron, Cinnamon Peters. Don’t you know that I’m on a diet?”
“So are half the people out in the dining room right now,” I quipped back. “You don’t hear them going on about it.” 
Kara grinned and picked up Laila. She started heading out the back door.
“Hey, you haven’t said yet,” I shouted after her.
“Said what?”
“How many books you’ve sold.”
“Oh, it’s been slow today. Only 16 so far.”
I stopped what I was doing, feeling my eyes go wide.
“Sixteen!?” I shouted enthusiastically. “Isn’t that the most you’ve sold in a day since you published The Magic Slipper?”
She turned back and her pink lips spread into a thin smile. 
“What can I say? People love to read about love this time of year.”
“Sounds like they mostly just love your book.”
She laughed.
“See you later, Cin.”
“Bye you guys,” I said, waving at Laila.
Kara stepped outside the door and closed it behind her. But a second later, it was back open again, her head peeking in.
“Say, Cin?”
I looked up, raising my eyebrows.
“You’re right about that chocolate pudding thing, too,” she said.
 
I smiled.
 
 



 
 
Chapter 21
 
I decided to skip my usual run that afternoon on account of my sore tailbone. I knew old Crabtree would miss his daily ear pets, but I decided I would bring him double the carrots and apples tomorrow to make up for my absence.
Instead of huffing and puffing up a steep hill in the woods, I spent my lunchtime sipping coffee in the back corner of the kitchen, scrolling through news stories on my phone.
After talking to Daniel last night about Vicky’s missing sister, I felt compelled to learn everything I could about the case. I wanted to know if what I remembered from back then was accurate, and whether there was anything helpful in the news accounts of the time about the disappearances.
But mostly, I wanted to know how a woman steps off of a bus one morning and vanishes from the face of the earth. 
I typed “Amelia Delgado” into Google and scrolled through a series of news stories about her and the other missing woman, Laura Baynes. The later accounts had nicknamed them “The Greyhound Girls.”
I shuddered as my eyes scanned over the news stories.
A paper in Portland had written some follow-up articles about the disappearances as part of a weekly cold case column. In the articles, I learned that Amelia was 20 years old when she went missing, and that she’d been a bartender at an Irish pub in Portland called The Bitter Root. The newspaper account painted a picture of Amelia as a young woman who had gotten lost in the cracks. By all accounts, she’d been a bright student at her high school in Gresham, and had graduated with a high GPA. But something happened in the ensuing two years. She started smoking and getting tattoos and dating older men that her mother didn’t approve of. She hung around bars on the wrong side of the tracks. She had lived at home up until her disappearance, and her mother had told the paper that right before she left in February of 1993, Amelia stole her ATM card and withdrew a big chunk of money. When Amelia’s mother found out, they got into a fight and Amelia impulsively boarded a bus to Boise, presumably to stay with her sister, Vicky. Amelia packed a bag, left the house, and that was last her mother ever saw of her.
The bus driver of the Greyhound to Boise remembered Amelia being on the bus as far as The Marionberry Truck Stop Diner in Christmas River. He didn’t realize she was missing until they had nearly crossed the border over into Idaho.
In the years since, there had been very few leads as to what happened to Amelia Delgado. The article used the term “a young woman lost in the cracks” multiple times to describe Amelia’s fate. 
It was thought that she may have just runaway. 
That was, of course, until the second woman went missing. 
The rest of the news story focused on the Laura Baynes’ case, and how she disappeared in similar circumstances less than a year later. A young mother from Beaverton, Laura was on her way to visit a friend in Eastern Oregon on a Greyhound. She was also last seen at the Marionberry Truck stop while the bus stopped for a break. One of the other passengers thought they saw her get into a Toyota, but didn’t see the driver’s face. 
That was the last anybody ever saw of Laura Baynes. She left behind a husband and young child. 
I continued reading, scrolling through the paragraphs, overcome by a bitter wave of sadness. 
I couldn’t imagine what their families had gone through over the years. 
I stopped scrolling suddenly as a familiar name jumped out at me in the footnote of the story.
“Sullivan Coe, who was Sheriff of Pohly County at the time of the two disappearances, declined to comment for this article. He is currently serving a sentence in the Deer Ridge Correctional Facility for attempted murder and aggravated assault. ”
I set my phone down, closed my eyes for a second, and let out an unsteady breath.
Sully Coe.
I hadn’t seen that name in some time. 
Sully had been Warren’s good friend going all the way back to their childhood here in Christmas River. The two of them had been like peas in a pod for most of their lives.
Right up until Sully held me and my cousin Marie at gunpoint a few Christmases ago in the woods over some diamonds.
Understandably, Warren and Sully’s relationship didn’t weather that storm.
I shook off the chill that had taken a hold of my heart at seeing the name. Then I forced myself to move on, pulling up a few other articles, including some original ones that had been scanned and uploaded to archival web sites.
The first few stories about Amelia’s disappearance had been published in The Redmond Register – a newspaper a few towns over.
When I read the byline of those stories, I felt my eyes grow wide.
I kept rereading the name, sure that I had it wrong.
But there it was. The name too unique to be a case of mistaken identity.
I had no idea that he’d been a reporter once, or anything outside of being—
The back door to the kitchen squeaked open suddenly and a handsome man in a cowboy hat stepped in.
“What’s shaking, Pie Lady?”
Tiana jumped a little at the deep voice. She’d been so focused on filling the pie crusts in front of her with Key Lime pudding that she hadn’t even heard the door open.
I smiled apologetically at her, then set my phone aside.
“Just sitting here taking a lunch break,” I said, looking back over at the man.
“Pardon me for saying so, but it doesn’t look like you’re having much fun, Mrs. Brightman. Doesn’t look like you’re even eating any lunch.”
I looked at my empty coffee cup and shrugged.
“Well, I just can’t have that, darlin,’” he said. “C’mon. We’ve got to remedy this.”
Daniel opened the back door and nodded for me to come along.
I leaned back in my chair, glancing over at my baking assistant. There was a funny little smile on her face.
“What do you think, Tiana? Should I go anywhere with a rake like that?”
“Oh, I would,” she said, her cheeks flushing. “In a heartbeat.”
She looked up, clearing her throat. 
“I mean… if I didn’t have my Toby, I would.”
She turned the color of a beet before picking up the tray of pies and tossing them in the only working oven.
I let out a good-natured laugh. 
“In that case, on the advice of a friend, I accept, Daniel Brightman.”
I got up, grabbed my phone, and followed him outside to where his truck was idling.
 



 
 
Chapter 22
 
“Don’t you have a robber to put behind bars or something?”
He took off his hat and set it down on the pine table top, a content expression on his face.
“It’s under control.”
“Do you have a new lead?”
“No. But he’s got a pattern and that’s as good as sealed his fate. This guy only hits bars or pubs or liquor stores. So we’ve contacted all such establishments in the county and we’ve alerted them to the situation. They’re being surveilled round the clock, so the next time he hits a place, we’ll be waiting for him.”
I nodded.
“Smart.”
He reached across the table, taking my hand in his. The waiter tending our table here at The Sundown Sandwich Shop came by with my pale ale and set the frosty bottle down on a coaster in front of me.
I hadn’t been drinking lately. But when Daniel suggested I get a beer to go with the sandwich I’d ordered, it sounded like a nice idea.
It had been a stressful week. 
“How’s that tailbone doing?” he asked.
Daniel had already asked me that three times since picking me up, but I appreciated his concern.
“Still a little sore. But I’m sure I’ll be as good as new tomorrow.”
I took a sip of my beer and glanced out the window. A few patches of blue had broken through the fog and I felt a twinge of hope that it might finally lift.
“I was glad to see that Warren’s doing okay,” Daniel said, taking a gulp of his soda. “I stopped by the pub a couple of hours ago. They were finishing up that show. He was telling the story of the robbery to the entire film crew like it was a fishing story or something.”
I smiled. 
“Before they leave his pub today, I bet he’ll have them believing he got taken hostage and ransomed for a million dollars,” he added. 
He smiled and I arched an eyebrow at him.
“And here you were doing so well keeping your New Year’s Resolution to stop making fun of Warren. That’s two strikes in as many days.” 
A spark of mischief glowed in his eyes. 
“I never claimed to be any angel, Cin.”
“No, I guess you didn’t,” I said, drumming my fingers against my lips.
I grinned. 
“But you are.”
Daniel’s cheeks flushed a little at that.
He looked around the half-empty dining room. The sandwich shop, which was usually a tourist hotspot during the summers, had fallen under a sleepy haze of February just like the rest of Christmas River.
Daniels eyes settled on a young family sitting at one of the booths across the way. The youngest child, a little girl, was swinging her legs under the table, stealing wide-eyed glances at Daniel and the cowboy hat sitting on the table.
I supposed she’d never seen a real life sheriff before.
He gave her a nod of the head and a warm smile that made my heart melt a little. The girl let out a high-pitched giggle.
“So, any last minute things you want to add to our Ireland itinerary?” he asked.
Daniel and I had meticulously planned almost every day of our upcoming vacation. We were going to do all the touristy things – tour the Guinness beer factory, see the Book of Kells, and visit Trinity College in Dublin. But we’d also been sure to schedule in some nice down time to just enjoy the countryside.
“Not that I can think of. I think we did a good job planning, don’t you think?”
He nodded.
“I tell you, I can’t wait for all of it, Cin. It’s been too long since our last vacation. We ought to make a point to make them happen more.”
That was easier said than done, and Daniel knew that as well as I did. Both of our careers demanded almost all of our waking hours, and taking time off wasn’t always an option.
Still, I liked hearing him say that.
I liked the way he looked at me when he said it, too.
The start to the New Year had been difficult – I couldn’t argue with that. But I reminded myself of what I’d told Kara earlier in the day.
The thing about how there was chocolate pudding in life, too. Silver linings, even in the darkest of times.
“You want to hear a funny story?” he said.
I took another sip of my beer and nodded.
“Just before I came by the shop, I got an angry call from a constituent. It was a young woman.”
I furrowed my brow.
“Really? What was she upset about?”
“Well, apparently, she was appalled by my etiquette. She thought I should have gotten back to her sooner. Said I was unenthusiastic, impolite, and maybe not worth the money she’d laid down for me.”
I thought it through for a moment.
Then I put it together. 
“Alana Lundy?” I said, smirking. “The tipsy school teacher?”
Daniel nodded.
“Yep. I forgot to call her to set up our lunch and she was madder than a bear in early spring when she called the Sheriff’s station today.” 
“I guess that’ll teach you not to ever do the Puppy Love event again,” I said.  
“Are you kidding? I’d rather knock on every door in Pohly County and ask for a donation than to be part of that side show again.”
I laughed.
“So did you set up your lunch with her?”
“Crazy lady wanted to go out on Valentine’s Day, but I told her that was out of the question. I’ve told her half a dozen times that I’m married, but she keeps on acting like she doesn’t see the wedding band on my finger. We finally settled on going out after our Ireland trip, which I think made her even more livid to have to wait so long.”
“Thought about where you’re going to take her?”
“Anthony’s Fish House.”
“Ooh. Big spender,” I teased.
He didn’t look all that amused.
“You heard from your Romeo yet?” he asked.
I took a gulp of my beer.
“Funny you should mention that, because actually—”
Just then, I heard a familiar beeping sound.
The sound that usually meant that whatever we were saying or doing would have to be put on hold for the near future.
“Sorry, Cin. I’ve got to get this.”
I smiled and nodded. I was used to this by now and I didn’t hold it against him. I couldn’t in good conscious do that. Because I knew that being married to a Sheriff meant that I had to share him sometimes with the higher good of the county.
He stood up and headed outside to the sidewalk. I watched through the window as he answered his phone, holding it up to his ear. 
From the sudden change in his facial expression, I knew that the sandwiches would have to be changed to a to-go order.
Daniel hung up and came back inside, a little breathless.
“Cin, I’m sorry. I’m a no-good lunch date. But I have to—”
“Aw, don’t worry about it. I’ll bring the sandwich home for you tonight.”
He smiled, leaning down, kissing me on the cheek.
“I’m sorry again. Can Kara come pick you up?
“I’ll walk back to the shop. It’s not far and I don’t mind.”
I squeezed his hand. Then I watched as he quickly pulled on his jacket and tugged the brim of his hat down over his forehead. 
“You’re something else, Cinnamon Peters,” he said.
“And you’ve got something brown on your nose,” I said with a laugh. 
He tapped his hat at me then started heading for the door.
“Be careful,” I yelled after him.
“Love you.” 
“Love you, too.”
A moment later, he got into the truck in the parking lot and peeled away quickly, the siren flashing from inside the cab.
The waiter came by a few seconds later with the sandwiches. I asked him to pack them up in a to-go box.
Then I finished my beer, fished out my phone, and called Rex Dawson’s assistant, Roberta Finch. 
He was a busy man, she told me, and couldn’t meet today. But she squeezed me in for a brunch meeting with him the next morning. 
 
Turns out, I now had a good reason to go on that date with the hammy weatherman. 
 



 
 
Chapter 23
 
Walking back to the shop that afternoon, my thoughts got away from me. Like a runaway train, they took me back to that day in January. 
A day I didn’t want to think about anymore.
But it didn’t seem like I had a choice. 
 
“What… what are you…”
They were the first words I’d been able to say after he’d called me “kiddo.” And they came out staggered, wobbly, and breathless.
After the pot of coffee had shattered, I’d gone into the kitchen.
The man in gray followed me back there with slow, unsteady steps. 
For a while, I hadn’t been able to do anything but stare at him in silence and shock.
And then, after a little while, that silence and shock was replaced by something else.
First, it started out as a nothing more than frustration. The way you might feel after stubbing your toe on a chair leg, or when you lock yourself out of your car and see the keys just sitting there on the driver’s seat.
But then, within a few seconds, that mild feeling of frustration turned into something else.
A whole other beast.
It was like all the anger I’d felt over the years at different points in my life – at big moments like my high school graduation, the opening of my pie shop, my first wedding with Evan, and all the rest, suddenly came rushing over me like a raging river.
Huckleberry, who had been curled up in his dog bed, seemed to sense the change in the mood. He got up and walked between us. As if trying to protect me. 
I thought about the times that I’d brought Hucks to the nursing home with me. The way he’d gone over to the man, who’d been sitting there so unassumingly, reading a magazine. The dog would always pay special attention to him, even though he never encouraged it.
Huckleberry must have recognized something in the man as familiar.
I shuddered feeling mad and foolish. 
“Why have you…”
I stumbled on the words.
“Why have you been following me?”
He just looked at me with wide, blank eyes.
“I didn’t want to shock you. I was… I was hoping you might recognize me on your own.”
The anger churned inside me.
I hadn’t seen him in nearly three decades. 
How was I supposed to recognize him? 
“Look, kiddo, I didn’t want—”
“Don’t call me that. Don’t ever call me that.”
My voice came out as sharp as a steel blade.
He gulped visibly. His skin looked gray.  
“I didn’t want it to be… to be like this. I didn’t mean to upset you so much.” 
All I had gotten from him in the last two and a half decades were a series of half-hearted birthday cards. He hadn’t even come back for mom’s funeral.
And he didn’t want to upset me.
“Please… just get out of here,” I whispered. “It’s too late for any of this.” 
I recognized something like hurt in his eyes.
Normally, something like that would make me feel bad.
But in that moment, I couldn’t feel anything but anger.
He cleared his throat after a long moment of silence.
“Do you know why we named you Cinnamon?”
“I told you. I don’t—”
“We called you that because when your mom was pregnant with you, she was having some trouble, so the doctor put her on a really strict and healthy diet. But she’d get these… these cravings for pie some days. She said it was torture. One day, she cheated and snuck over to the Marionberry Diner to get some when I was at work. She fessed up eventually and we had a good laugh over it. She said that when she ordered the slice, the waitress asked if she wanted whipped cream or ice cream with it. She said no. All she wanted was a jar of cinnamon on the side. Said she never cared much for cinnamon before she got pregnant…”
I closed my eyes tight.
“She said that it had to be you in there wanting cinnamon. She wanted to name you that. I thought it was a bad idea. I thought we shouldn’t make you go through life with such an unusual name. But she sold me on it. And when I first saw you, Cinnamon, the day you were born – I knew that she was right. Because you deserve a special name. You deserve—”
Enough.
Enough.
Because if he really believed any of that, he wouldn’t have ever left.
“Please go. Now.” 
The choked words sounded foreign as they came out of my mouth.
The anger was set to boil over, and I knew it was only a matter of time before it did.
“I can’t yet. Because there’s a reason I… I came here to see you, Cinnamon. There’s something I need to—”
“Everything all right in here, miss?”
I looked beyond the man in the gray coat, seeing Tobias standing in the doorway. 
He still had his jacket on, and his cheeks were red from the cold morning.
He glanced from me to the man, a rare, hardened look in his eyes.
“I saw the broken coffee pot out in the dining room,” Tobias said. “Is this man giving you any trouble, Cin?”
I swallowed hard.
“It’s all right, Tobias,” I said in a shaky voice. “He was… he was just on his way out.”
The man in the gray coat gazed back at me, that look of hurt in his eyes again.
But I wasn’t going to fall for it.
He couldn’t begin to even know what hurt was. 
The man cleared his throat.  
“Uh… yeah.Just leaving.”
He looked up for a split second at me.
Then he turned and walked out past Tobias.
I didn’t start breathing again until I heard the front door bell jingle and the door close behind him.
“You okay, Cin?” Tobias said, peering at me.
I’d forced a weak smile.
“I’m… I’m fine. Thanks, Tobias.”
“I know it’s probably none of my business, Cin, but uh… who was that?”
I shook my head then and stared into the empty space where my father had been standing.
 
“Nobody, Tobias,” I’d said, feeling the anger cool. “Nobody at all.”
 
 



 
 
Chapter 24
 
After getting back from the café, I poured myself a cup of orange blossom tea and then set about making another batch of Raspberry Lemon Pudding pies. I half-listened to the soap opera playing on the local news station in the background as I gathered the ingredients.
On my walk back to the pie shop, I had decided to stop over at Geronimo Brew Pub to check on Warren and Aileen. The last of the film crew was leaving, and my grandfather and his wife seemed to be in good spirits.
But I could tell by the underlying expression of worry in Warren’s eyes that not all was daisies, the way he’d pretended with the crew. I imagined the reality of what had happened last night had settled in a little. No doubt, he’d spent some time the night before going over the scenarios in his head, much like I had. And some of those scenarios probably scared him, the way they had me.
When I left, Red – one of his brewers – was talking about how they should get a gun to keep behind the bar of the pub just in case something like that happened again.
I wasn’t fond of the idea, and normally, Warren wouldn’t have been either. He was a big believer in people working their problems out with words, not weapons. But I got the feeling that the incident had shaken him enough to give Red’s suggestion at least a passing thought.
I just hoped Daniel would catch the robber soon. That might give the old man some peace of mind.
I began building the base for the lemon pudding, cracking several dozen eggs into a big bowl while heating up some milk and sugar in a saucepan.
I glanced over at the TV as the local news came on over the soap opera credits.
“…Good afternoon. I’m Justin Salzwedal. It’s two o’clock and here’s your latest news from the Central Oregon area. This just in – the Booze Bandit has struck again. This time the serial robber hit The Red Burro in Pine Grove
At approximately 1 p.m., the owner of The Red Burro called 9-1-1 to report a robbery in progress…”
I stopped what I was doing, my eyes glued to the images of the flashing red and blue lights outside of the ramshackle Pine Grove Brewpub.
With the way Daniel had left earlier, I’d had a feeling it probably had something to do with the robber. I’d been waiting for the local news to come on to confirm what I suspected.
“He struck again already?”
I glanced back behind me to see Tiana coming into the kitchen. She had a pink scarf wrapped around her neck and she was carrying a massive, heavy-looking cardboard box.
Her cheeks were bright from the cold.
I ran over to help before the large package crushed her.
“That’s what they’re saying,” I said, taking the box from her and setting it down on the counter. “In Pine Grove this time.”
Pine Grove was a tiny town about an hour south on the highway. I’d only been there a few times, having no real good reason to visit. The people who lived in Pine Grove lived there for a reason – and it wasn’t because they liked socializing.
“Why do you suppose he only goes after bars and breweries?” Tiana asked, watching the screen.
“Maybe because it’s easier,” I said. “Small amounts of money that can’t be traced. Small business owners who don’t see him coming. Of course now every bar owner in the area’s going to be on alert, so it’s probably not going to be easy anymore.”
“Is Daniel any closer to catching him?”
“I hope so,” I said, my eyes going back to the TV. “But it sounds like he got away again.”
We watched the news broadcast a little longer. The robbery had taken place much in the same way that it had at Geronimo Brewing Co. The robber had broken into the pub before it opened for the day, holding one of the employees at gunpoint and emptying out the money in the pub’s safe.
“Well, I hope the Sheriff catches him real soon,” Tiana said. “I wouldn’t want anything hanging over your upcoming trip.”
She took off her scarf and hung it up on the coat rack.
“Best to go into big trips like that with nothing holding you back,” she continued. “Or at least, that’s what it seems like. I can’t say I’ve ever been on a trip quite that big: I’ve never been outside the U.S.”
“Really?”
She let out a wistful sigh.
“Always wanted to go someplace exciting. You know my ex-husband? He promised that he’d take me to Europe one day. But the years came and went, and the farthest place he ever got was the state penitentiary.”
She smiled a little sadly.
“Looking back, I’m glad I didn’t have to go anywhere with him. But I sure wouldn’t mind having a romantic dinner in some fancy foreign city with my Toby.”
I turned down the volume on the television as the news switched to a story about the local library book drive.
“You and Tobias should do that, Tiana. You’ve got all that unused vacation time, you know. What’s stopping you?”
Tiana smiled sheepishly, then shrugged her shoulders.
“I’m too old for that kind of thing now. Big trips like that are for the young.”
I scoffed, putting my orange blossom tea down and placing my hands on my hips.
“Oh, pish-posh. I’d like to remind you of a certain old man named Warren Peters who went off to Scotland as a full-fledged octogenarian and had an absolute ball. Even came back with a wife.”
“That’s different,” Tiana said, going over to the box she’d brought in and cutting the tape on its edges with a knife. “Warren… he’s, well, he’s special.”
“So are you, Tiana. And you’re about 40 years younger than him, too. Besides, life’s about having some adventures. Don’t you think?”
She shrugged again, opening the box. She pulled out the new mint-green mixer that I’d ordered earlier in the week.
With the way ovens were breaking these days, I figured it was never too early to start preparing for the summer tourist season. Plus, I knew that Tiana had had her heart set on this mint-green, state-of-the-art mixer for some time now. If it did at least half the things the box promised, it was going to make both of our lives a good deal easier. 
“Well, maybe I’ll talk to Toby about that vacation time,” she said. “I’m not saying we’ll go to Europe or anything big like that. But maybe some sort of vacation is a good idea.” 
She set the mixer down on the counter and then wiped her face with the back of her hand.
“Well, now that that’s settled, what do you say we give this pretty piece of machinery a spin?”
Her eyes sparkled with excitement.
“You did all the heavy lifting,” I said. “You’ve got first dibs.” 
She grinned. 
A moment later, the whisk attachment was whirring as smooth as buttercream frosting around the bowl. 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 25
 
“Snowmen in Siberia! Oh my goodness… It’s only you, Mr. Longworth. I thought for a moment that… that—”
I lowered the bread knife in my hand, setting it back down on the counter. I let out a sigh of relief and clutched my chest.
My heart was still pounding like a bread machine set to knead.
I’d been in the Harvest Bakery kitchen, baking a batch of blueberry pies, when I’d heard a noise coming from the front of the store. Thoughts of The Booze Bandit zipped through my mind then, and I’d become paranoid. I’d grabbed the closest bread knife to defend myself.
And when I saw the silhouette of a man through the dark entrance of the kitchen, well, I just about jumped out of my skin.
Luckily, I’d had my wits about me and recognized Frank Longworth before I could do anything crazy.
Although with how dull the average bread knife was, I wasn’t sure how much damage I would have really been able to inflict. 
Frank Longworth stared at me for a long moment, then glanced down at the knife on the counter.
“Only me,” he said gruffly.
“Yes,” I said, nodding. “I, uh, I see that now.”
He walked into the kitchen, taking off his black beanie cap and crumpling it up in his hands. He marched over to a far counter, where a row of large ceramic crocks sat.
“Forgot to feed the starter,” he mumbled.
I watched for a moment as he grabbed a bag of flour and began measuring out scoops of it, dropping heaps into the crocks and stirring their contents with a wooden spoon. 
“Sourdough starter needs feeding twice a day,” he said. “You miss a feeding, the flavor suffers.”
“Oh. I, uh, I didn’t know that.”
Though I spent all day baking, I hardly knew anything about making bread. 
Frank went about adding water to each crock in silence.
I swallowed hard.
Something about Mr. Longworth made me nervous. I knew part of it was because of his no-nonsense manner of speaking and his gruff ways.
But there was more to it than just that. I’d met my share of ornery people over the years, and none of them made me quite as uncomfortable as Frank Longworth. There was something about him – a kind of coldness. He was hard to read. And his long silences, where I didn’t have the foggiest idea of what he was thinking, didn’t help any.
“The ovens working out for you?” he asked brusquely.
“Great,” I said a little too quickly. “No problems at all.”
“Good.”
I cleared my throat.
“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about payment, Mr. Longworth. I can pay you by check or by—”
“We’ll settle it all when you’re finished here,” he said. “I believe services should be rendered first. That way everything’s clear. But as I told you, the price will be fair.”
I nodded.
“Okay. Fine by me.”
I went back to work, dividing the ruby-colored blueberry filling into a row of prepared pie crusts. I was about to say something else – to try and make some sort of conversation – but then a jingle filled the kitchen.
Mr. Longworth fumbled for his phone in the pocket of his down vest. He brought it up to his ear.
“Frank here.”
There was a muffled voice on the other end of the line that I couldn’t make out.
“No, I sent it in last week.”
I tried not to eavesdrop, but in a space that small, it was hard not to. I focused on my blueberry pies and went over to the oven and opened it, trying to look as busy and disinterested as possible.
“No, ma’am. I’d remember if I didn’t. You check your records again.”
His voice started growing louder.
And angrier. 
“What? I don’t believe you people. You know, I don’t have to put up with this. We’ll go elsewhere if this is how you’re going to continue running things.”
I placed the pies in the oven and thought about stepping outside and giving Frank some privacy.
“I am not raising my voice, ma’am. When I raise my voice, you’ll know!”
He slammed the phone down on the counter and I imagined that was the end of that conversation.
I tried to look busy again, like I hadn’t overhead anything. I began moving some of my bowls over to the sink area.
“Bastards,” he mumbled. “Bunch of bastards.”
He was red in the face and looked like he could blow his top at any minute.
He let out another long sigh and crossed his arms tightly against his chest. For a long moment, he seemed to be deep in an angry thought.
But as the seconds passed, his anger seemed to cool.
I felt his eyes on me.
“Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that in front of you.”
“It’s all right.”
He let out an unsteady breath.
“It’s this company I order my supplies through. They keep raising their prices, and now they’re claiming they didn’t get last month’s payment when I know we paid them. This is the second time it’s happened, and I…”
He trailed off.
“This work is hard enough. I’m in here before sun-up and I don’t leave until after sundown. I’m tired, and I don’t need the aggravation of someone trying to rip me off.”
I dusted my hands on my apron.
“If it helps any, I’m really happy with my delivery service,” I said. “They’re always on time, the quality’s good, and they haven’t raised their prices since I’ve been with them.”
Frank scratched at the gray stubble on his chin and didn’t answer. He looked like he was suddenly far away.
“I could bring their business card when I come by tomorrow,” I said. 
He paused for a long moment.
“What?”
I repeated myself. 
“Oh. Yes. I’d… I’d appreciate that.”
The conversation died out again, and I began cleaning up my work space. I still felt a little nervous – I could feel Frank’s eyes on me, and I knew that he was no doubt studying my tidiness in his kitchen.
He started making motions like he was about to leave.
But then, Frank Longworth did something I would have never expected him to do.
He started making small talk.
“Do you ever think of quitting all of this, Cinnamon?”
It was the first time he’d actually said my name, and I felt caught off guard by it. I had the sense that he mostly grunted at people to get their attention.
“You mean running a pie shop?”
He nodded. 
I shook my head without a moment’s hesitation.
“I don’t know what else I would or could do, honestly. Baking pie is my passion. I guess you could say I’m in it for the long haul.”
I glanced over at him.
“You?”
“I felt that way once about baking,” he said.
“But not anymore?”
He shrugged.
“Sometimes I dream of handing over the keys to this place to my daughter, taking the little money I have, and moving up to a cabin in the mountains.”
He stared out the small window that faced the side of the toy shop next door. 
“A fresh start in a place where no one knows my name.”
I waited for more, but he stopped speaking.
“Well, you’ve been in business for a long while,” I said. “It’s probably natural to want to retire.”
“I didn’t used to believe in retirement. I always believed you find something you love doing – and you do it until the very end. But sometimes, the spark just goes out of something. And try as you might, you can’t get it back.”
His eyes remained fixed on nothing as he spoke.
“It’s just gone,” he added.
I struggled to come up with something to say, but I fell short.
After a long moment, he shook his head, as if waking from a dream.
Then he gave me a weak smile that came out odd on his features.
“I’m sorry – sometimes I talk too much when I get tired.”
“No, it’s okay,” I said. “I mean, I’m just waiting on pies now, anyway. I don’t have anything else to do but talk.”
It was now obvious to me that Mr. Longworth was a troubled man. 
I knew a thing or two about troubles, and I knew that sometimes, the best therapy in the world was to talk about them with a good listener.
But I could see Mr. Longworth already pulling back as I spoke. 
“I should get home before the roads freeze. My tires are too worn down to handle ice.” 
He put the large container of flour back in the pantry and pushed the crocks into a perfect, neat row. Then, before I could say so much as “goodnight,” Frank Longworth was out of the kitchen in a head-spinning blur.
I let out a sigh, glancing at the small photo of Frank and his two kids that he kept up on a cork board in the far corner of the kitchen.
Some people had trouble opening up to others. I knew, because I had been like that once.
And I also knew that it wasn’t easy living that way.
It made a person feel isolated and alone. 
 
I waited around until the pies were finished. Then I dropped them back off at the shop and drove home in the cold, foggy night.
 



 
 
Chapter 26
 
“You know, when I talked to you last, I thought for sure you were giving Rex the ol’ brush off. So you can imagine my surprise when only a few hours later, Roberta here tells me that you called back and wanted to cash in on the coffee lunch date.”
Rex leaned across the table, tapping me on the arm.
“Somebody had it bad to see me, eh?”
I forced a smile, glancing over at his assistant Roberta who had just gotten up and given me her seat. The well-dressed middle-aged woman was sliding on her jacket, seemingly oblivious to Rex’s gesture.
Or maybe she was just used to him by now.
“I’m going to pick up your dry cleaning and I’ll call the producer back about that segment idea you had,” she said. “I’ll be back to pick you up at 1 p.m.”
Roberta started walking away, but then Rex stopped her.
“Better make that one-thirty, honey,” Rex said. “Ms. Peters paid quite a bit for this lunch, and I wouldn’t want her to feel cheated now.”
Roberta nodded at him with a distant, uncaring look. Then she marched out the door, not so much as saying “goodbye” or “it was nice meeting you” to me. 
But, I supposed that working for Rex all these years might take a toll on a person. Plus, I imagined it would be strange working for your brother-in-law. Being family of sorts had to add more pressure than usual to the situation.
“What she lacks in friendliness she makes up for in efficiency,” Rex said when she left. “She’s a damn fine scheduler. I’ve never had a single mix up in all the time she’s worked for me.” 
I signaled the waitress at The Marionberry Truck Stop Diner for another cup of coffee. She nodded before sneaking a glance at my brunch date.
I imagined that after so many years of telling people the weather here in Christmas River, Rex Dawson was used to those kinds of looks. He was just about the closest thing we had to a celebrity, and over the years, I’d heard quite a bit of gossip flying around in the dining room of my pie shop about Rex the weatherman.
For example, people said that he made trips every other weekend to a fancy salon in Portland where he underwent vanity hair regeneration treatments – which was the only reason why he had such a full head of hair. Other people said while he was there, he stayed with his long-time mistress. Supposedly, he’d met her three decades ago and his wife – a city council member – either didn’t know about the affair, or didn’t care. 
However, I suspected that the affair rumor came from the lips of a certain now-deceased gossip, and was more than likely pure fabrication. Moira Stewart, God rest her soul, had had a bone to pick with Rex’s wife, Suzy Dawson, ever since she snubbed the old woman by forgetting to invite her to the Dawson’s annual Christmas Party one year. Moira had never forgiven Suzy for that, and the salacious rumors about Rex over the years had increased because of it.
But whether Rex got hair treatments or really had a mistress over in Portland wasn’t my concern today. Neither was the supposed brunch date that we were on, although I was trying to be as civil as possible to the weatherman.
“I’ve got to tell you, sweetie pie – I am surprised that you picked this place. I mean, it’s not a bad joint. Decent food. But the clientele isn’t exactly…”
He looked around at the other customers – mostly men in broad-billed hats that smelled of cigarette smoke and too many days out on the road in their trucks.
“Well, it’s not exactly where I’d take a lady, is all.”
I forced another smile.
“Yeah – I admit, I’ve never actually been here. But the coffee’s good so far, don’t you think?”
“Oh, sure.”
He took a sip from his mug, then adjusted his big-framed glasses. He smiled.
“Anyway, I’m just glad you called and that we both found time in our busy schedules to do this. It’s not often that I get to meet admirers like you. I mean, I go to plenty of events in town, but it’s rare that I get to talk more than five minutes or so with a fan.”
I cleared my throat.
Rex seemed to have forgotten all about how I’d won this date – and how I’d saved his sorry face when an entire roomful of women had let out a collective sigh at the prospect of spending an hour with him.
But for the time being, I ignored his rewriting of history.
I took in a deep breath and eyed him for a short moment.
“Listen, Rex. There’s something I want to talk to you about. It’s actually the reason that we’re here at this diner on this side of town.”
Rex looked at me, clicking his tongue, as if he’d already guessed my question.
“Listen, honey. I’m flattered. Really. But the rumors aren’t true. That old bird Moira made it all up about the mistress in Portland. I don’t do that kind of thing. I’m not going to be unfaithful to my Suzy, no matter how tempted I might be—”
I felt my mouth drop into thinly-veiled frown of disgust. Rex paused for a moment, then let out a deep, throaty, bellowing laugh.
“I’m just joshing you,” he said. “Ask anybody at the station, and they’ll tell you I’m a josher. I like seeing what kind of wild reactions I can get out of folks.”
Rex laughed some more. 
Just then, the waitress came by with our food. She set down a plate with a couple of eggs and some toast in front of me, and a plate loaded down with a massive stack of waffles drenched in butter in front of Rex.
“Thanks, deary,” he said to the waitress.
She smiled, looking a little star struck.
“Now, let’s be serious, Cinnamon. What’s this big thing you want to talk to me about?”
He grabbed his fork and knife and started digging into the first tier of waffles.
I didn’t meet his eyes for a long moment, playing with the handle of my coffee mug.
Then I looked over at him.
“I wanted to talk to you about Amelia Delgado and Laura Baynes.”
 
The knife slipped out of his hand, hitting the plate with a loud clang.
 
 
 



 
Chapter 27
 
For once in his life, Rex Dawson seemed to be speechless.
He’d gone pale, too, his skin turning to the color of the fog outside.
“I, uh… how did you…”
“I was reading some articles about them,” I said. “And I was surprised to see that you were the reporter who covered the case for The Redmond Register in those days. I thought you were always a weatherman.”
Rex swallowed visibly.
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I worked at the Redmond paper for five years before taking the weatherman job at the TV station. I started out covering school sports. Then I moved over to crime.”
There was something in his voice as he spoke that I hadn’t heard before.
As if for the first time, I was hearing the real Rex – the one beneath the hokey, clownish façade.
“I wanted to be the next Tom Brokaw,” he said quietly. “I thought I had the talent. But…”
He trailed off, looking past my shoulder with a haunted expression.
“I wasn’t any good at it. And I failed those girls. I…”
He swallowed visibly, slowly setting his fork down on the Formica table.
“I couldn’t help them,” he said. “And I about damn near ran myself into the ground trying.”
He paused, deep in thought for a long while. 
“The thing that really gets me? Is that that psychopath is still out there somewhere. All these years, he’s been walking around free. It’s not right. And if I think about it too much, I just...”
Rex trailed off, reaching for the glass of water next to his coffee mug. He brought it to his lips in a slow motion, as if he was trying to steady his hand.
I fell silent, surprised at Rex’s emotional response.
I was sure he had some memory of the cases, considering that he’d spent two years of his life covering them for The Redmond Register. But I hadn’t expected him to be so shaken by the mere mention of the missing women’s names.
He let out a sigh and eyed me.
“You really want to talk about all of this, Cinnamon?”
I bit my lip, nodding.
“All right. Then let’s talk about it. C’mon.”
 
With that, Rex stood up and headed for the front door of the truck stop diner, leaving his waffles to get cold.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 28
 
I watched as Rex took slow, deliberate steps around the parking lot, gazing past the rows of big rig trucks.
“Right about here,” he said, pointing to a nondescript spot. “Right here is where Amelia Delgado was last seen. There used to be a picnic table here. And this was all forest land. One of the other bus passengers said she came over here, presumably to smoke. And this was the last place anybody saw her.”
He let out an unsteady breath. 
“And right about here was the last place Laura Baynes was seen a year later. She was getting into a car, but the eyewitness was this half-blind old lady on the bus who couldn’t tell police the make or model of the car.” 
He stared out into the street. 
“There used to be a gas station over there,” he said, pointing to what was now a Dutch Bros. Coffee drive-thru. “And the rest of this was wilderness back then.
“But that’s the story with about everything these days. It used to be wilderness. Now it’s a parking lot, the way Joni Mitchell said. Or a McDonalds. Or a Starbucks. The advance of civilization. Only I don’t think we’re as advanced as we think. Not when girls still go missing and people still treat each other the way they do.”
I followed his gaze out across the lot to where the gas station had once been, trying to imagine this whole place the way it used to look back when I was a kid.  
“Who was the last person to see Amelia?” I asked.
The newspaper accounts had only referred to the person as a passenger – not giving their name.
“His name was Billy or maybe it was Bob,” he said, scratching his head and looking into the distance. “I interviewed him. A real creep of a guy, if you ask me. I didn’t like his vibe at all. He said he was a recovering alcoholic, but there didn’t seem much recovering about him.”
“Do you think he could he have had something to do with her disappearance?”
Rex shook his head.
“I doubt it. The other passengers vouched that he was with them the whole time in the diner. The cops never looked at him as a real suspect. He was very cooperative.”
Rex ran a hand through his white hair.
“Amelia wasn’t any angel,” he said, watching as one of the trucks began backing up and pulling out of the lot. “Her mother called her a nightmare to live with. But I’ll always remember one story I came across about her. I interviewed some people at the bar she worked at in Portland. There was this old alcoholic that frequented the bar. The owner would kick him around some, but Amelia would bring him homemade lunches most days and push rehab literature on him. Nobody else could give two hoots about this guy, but Millie tried to help him. There were other stories about her like that.”
I couldn’t help raising my eyebrows when he used her nickname. He noticed, and he looked away, shaking his head.
“I got obsessed with the story,” he said. “Especially after Laura went missing. I felt like I had to find those girls. It got to the point where I thought I could hear them talking to me sometimes. I know that sounds crazy, but something about it all really got to me. I can’t explain it. I got in too deep and things began falling apart. Suzy nearly left me, I was in such bad shape. I realized I couldn’t be a crime reporter anymore. I wasn’t cut out for it.”
He sighed. 
“But they’ve always stayed with me, you know? Both girls were so young. Their whole lives ahead of them…”
He shook his head, and once again, I caught a glimpse of what was behind the clown mask.
Someone who clearly cared deeply, even all of these years later.
I had come to this brunch thinking I was going to get a few more pieces of information about the case.
I hadn’t expected Rex to be so involved. 
Or so deeply disturbed by it.
“What do you think happened to them?” I asked.
Rex paused for a long moment, looking off into the mist.
“Someone killed them,” he said. “A serial abductor. That’s what I believe. And I’m pretty sure that’s what the cops believed then, too, though they never came out and said it. Sully Coe was tight-lipped about both investigations. He blackballed the media – almost like he wanted to see the whole thing quashed.”
I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up at the mention of the former sheriff and my almost-murderer.
“Part of it was just Sheriff Coe’s style,” Rex continued. “If you look through the archives, you’ll see that Sully rarely told the media what was happening in any of his cases. He kept a lot of things under wraps and didn’t like sharing information with us. But then there was that fire that happened at the Sheriff’s station in the late nineties. Some of the case files related to the disappearances when up in flames. Witness accounts from when they disappeared. Interrogations, too.”
“Interrogations?” I said. 
Rex nodded.
“Yep. There was this kid they thought might have had something to do with Amelia’s disappearance. Someone saw him hanging around the truck stop that day. He was in the area when Laura disappeared, too. That was the rumor. But like I said, Sully Coe wasn’t sharing information with anybody back then. And any information gathered from those interviews went up in flames.”
I looked down at the ground, gnawing on that bit of information for a long while. 
“They never made any arrests in either case?” I asked. 
“Nope. I guess they couldn’t make anything stick to that kid. Or to anybody else for that matter.”
A deep line of resentment appeared down the middle of Rex’s forehead.
“Sometimes I wonder if they even really tried,” he added.
Rex looked off into the distance for a long moment.
“I know I play the fool most of the time,” he said. “I tell people what they can expect from the skies in the week ahead. I tell them when to bring an umbrella or when to leave the jacket at home. I like to josh people and play the part. But I’ll tell you something, Cinnamon. A lot of it is an act. I have my dark moments, like anybody.”
He sighed.
“Maybe more than most,” he added.
Like so many people, I realized, Rex had hidden behind a facade – convincing everybody in this town that he wasn’t anything more than a bumbling television personality. 
But underneath, at the heart of the man, I now saw that there was something else.
Pain.Sadness. And a feeling of failure. 
Rex suddenly glanced at me with a look of suspicion, as if he’d sensed me analyzing him.
“How come you’re so interested in this, Cinnamon? I mean, what’s any of this got to do with you?”
I bit my lip, looking at the spot where Vicky’s sister was last seen alive 25 years earlier. 
“Amelia’s older sister? She lives here in Christmas River now,” I said. “She’s a lieutenant with the Sheriff’s Office.”
Rex’s eyes grew a little wide.
“Vicky Delgado?” he said. “She lives here now?” 
I nodded.
“I remember her. She came out here and talked to me once, years ago. I helped as best I could. Wished I could have helped her more.” 
Rex rubbed his face. 
“Please tell her if I can be of any use, just let me know. Really. It would mean a lot to me to finally find out what happened to Millie.”
He paused.
“And to Laura, too.”
That pained look came across his features again.
“I’ll pass it on, Rex.” 
A silence settled over the conversation. Rex shifted his weight awkwardly between his shiny black shoes. 
“I suppose our food’s cold by now,” he finally said.
“Suppose it is. But maybe we could get more coffee? On me this time.”
He nodded.
“That’d be nice. I could really use a hot drink.” 
 
We headed back into the truck stop diner, leaving the mist behind. 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 29
 
“How come they don’t have a Grandparent’s Day?” Warren said, digging into a slice of the Mother’s Day Lemon Raspberry Cream pie and shoveling it in his mouth. “Mothers and fathers get all the presents and praise and good things. But what about the grandparents? Shouldn’t we be recognized for our support? I mean, don’t we deserve our own special pie?”
“They have a Grandparents’ Day already, don’t they, old man?” I said, rolling out some sour cream pecan pie dough that had been chilling in the fridge.
“Yeah, but only children in elementary school celebrate that. Nobody in the real world treats it seriously. They don’t have Grandparents’ Day specials at any of the restaurants or stores, no fancy items on the menu just for us, now do they?”
I leaned back and put a hand on my hip.
“Say… I always treat you good, don’t I?”
“Oh, sure you do, Cinny Bee. You make every day Grandparent’s Day in my world. I’m just talking in general about the poor other saps out there. Old folks ought to be recognized for their wisdom and insight. In the old days, people revered the elders in their community. Nowadays, yougins can’t even be bothered to look up from their blasted smartphones to hear anything an old person’s got to say. Kids got themselves a real lack of focus in this day and age. Don’t you think, Cinny Bee?”
I paused, glancing at the screen of my phone. 
“Huh? I missed the last part,” I said, smiling mischievously and having a little fun at Warren’s expense.
He didn’t seem as amused as I was. 
He shoved the last bit of pie into his mouth.
“Would ya look at me… Here I am, sounding just like your average old geezer,” he choked out between chews.
“Oh, there’s nothing average about you, old man.”
He sighed. 
“It’s just that I’ve been thinking about that beer show host nitwit and all them age-related questions he was asking me. I guess it got me thinking…”
“But you did such a great job handling it, old man,” I said. “You completely showed him up.”
“You think Cinny Bee?”
I nodded.
Warren smiled a little.
But then it faded.
“It ain’t easy being old,” he said. “By the time that little pipsqueak Harrison Gordon was born, I’d already fought in Korea, seen a man on the moon, and watched the Berlin wall come down. And he walks into my brewpub and has the gall to ask me how I can brew beer at my age.”
Warren clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth.
“It just ain’t right.”
“No,” I said in agreement. “It’s not.”
I studied my grandfather for a long moment.
He didn’t often let other people get him down like this. He was good at keeping his flame and not letting what others thought or said affect him.
“Is something else bothering you?” I asked, having a feeling that Warren had come over here not so much for pie as to get a few things off his chest.
He shrugged, letting out a sigh.
“I guess too this robbery thing has me down a little,” he said, looking at his empty plate. “It all makes me feel so... old. Old and feeble.”
I furrowed my brow.
“Old and feeble? You know that bar that got robbed over in Pine Grove yesterday? It’s owned by a guy in his late thirties. Anybody can get robbed. At any age.”
“Sure. But if I was younger, I’da clocked that punk. Gun or no gun. And he would never have had the chance to hurt you, Cinny.”
I stopped what I was doing.
“Old man, only a fool would clock a robber holding a gun. So when you think about it, having the wisdom of old age might have just saved your life and mine the other night.”
His face brightened a little at the logic of that.
“You’re perfect just the way you are,” I added. “At 20 or 120. You’re still the same Warren you always were and always will be.”
I reached across the counter, squeezing his wrinkly hand.
“All right?” 
He nodded. 
“All right,” he said quietly. “Maybe you got a point.”
“And just so you know, I am expecting you to live until 120,” I said. “At least 120. So you might as well stop moaning about your age because you’ve got a lot of years left in the tank, and I don’t want to hear you complaining the whole time.”
Warren still looked like he wasn’t one-hundred percent convinced, but I could tell that the comment made him feel a little better.
I took his empty plate away and before he could even ask or make his usual subtle eye motions in the direction of the pie dish, I had already doled out another slice of the pie.
That really made him feel better.
He took his fork up like the professional that he was and cut off a nice bite.
“Okay, okay. I see your point and I agree. I’ll stop moping and hogging the conversation. How’s your day been, Cinny Bee? How was your date with Rex this morning?”
“You know surprisingly, it actually wasn’t so—”
My phone let out a low hum from my apron pocket. 
I fished it out, smiling at the old man.
“Look at me – being like one of those unfocused youngins you were talking about.”
“Oh, you could never be one of those phone-glued doofuses even if you tried, Cinny.”
I chuckled and then glanced at the screen quickly.
The unfamiliar number caused me to pause.
And then it stopped me cold in my tracks.
267.
It wasn’t a local area code.
And though I wasn’t in the habit of knowing area codes outside the state of Oregon off the top of my head, this one I did know.
I stared at the buzzing phone in my hand for a long, long moment, my throat going bone dry.
“You feeling okay, Cinny Bee?” Warren asked, chowing down on another bite of pie. “You look like you’re coming down with the flu all of a sudden.”
I shook my head, finally pushing the button on the side of my phone, sending the call to voicemail.
“I, uh, I just—”
“Don’t tell me that was old Rex calling to tell you that he’s going to throw in a second date for free,” Warren said, smirking.
I took in a deep breath.
Warren would find out sooner or later about all of this, and I knew the longer I kept it from him, the more upset he’d be with me that I hadn’t told him.
But considering what he’d been through in the last 48 hours, adding to his troubles and worries at this juncture didn’t seem like a good idea to me.
“Yep. That was Rex.”
Warren smiled, shaking his head.
“Old scoundrel. Good you didn’t answer.”
 
I forced a smile, and put my phone on silent. Then I tossed it in a nearby drawer before going back to rolling out the pie dough. 
 



 
 
Chapter 30
 
It was the day after my father had come to see me that I found the letter taped to the pie shop’s back door. 
And even though there was nothing on the outside of the envelope that said it was from him, I knew the moment I saw it taped there that it was.
Because I knew that he wasn’t done with me yet. 
No. In the day since, I’d thought about a few things.
My dad could have come to see me at any point in the last 30 years.
But he’d waited until now to do this.
Meaning there was some reason behind it – some larger scheme he had cooking.
Some reason he’d come back into my life at this moment.
And I didn’t think it was for my benefit.
I’d unpeeled the letter from the door and had tossed it in my bag, where it stayed for a full two days before I built up the courage to actually sit down and open it.
I’d done that one cold January morning out on the back porch of the pie shop before Tiana or Tobias came in for the morning.
And I was glad I’d chosen to do it then – I’d needed the space. I’d needed the quiet. I’d needed the privacy.
I needed it to cry.
 
I had been right.
He had wanted something from me.
Something I knew I wouldn’t be able to give.
 



 
 
Chapter 31
 
“C’mon, Hucks. Just one more hill and we’re home free.”
Huckleberry turned his head, panting hard. He stared at me like I was a crazy person.
I hadn’t been bringing Hucks along with me on my runs, mostly because I usually didn’t have the time to swing back home and pick him up. But like me, Hucks had had himself quite the Christmas season of eating, and being that he was normally a high-energy dog breed, he needed the exercise as much as I did. So I decided to bring him along a few times a week. 
Only right about now, I imagined he wished that I’d left him behind at home with Chadwick, who was snoozing comfortably at the foot of our bed.
But Hucks had a strong heart, and despite his obvious exhaustion, he continued running out ahead of me, his little paws digging into the hard trail ground as he pushed himself up the hill.
Though I’d tried to keep my mind clear and focused, I’d been unsuccessful on this run. In fact, my thoughts had been having a field day, bouncing from one subject to the next like a never ending game of ping-pong.
I’d been thinking about that area code showing up on my phone. There had been no message left, but seeing it had jarred me enough, making me wonder whether I should work up the courage to call back.
The other thing I couldn’t stop thinking about was the brunch I’d had with Rex earlier.
And about that fire that had destroyed part of the Amelia Delgado file at the Sheriff’s station.
And about former Pohly County sheriff, now-turned convict Sully Coe.
And about the mystery man they interrogated for Amelia’s case, but never charged. 
Who was he? Did Vicky know about him? 
And did the cops not charge him because they didn’t believe he was a suspect, or because they didn’t have enough evidence? 
I wondered. I also wondered if Vicky had been able to make any headway with her own investigation over the years. If moving here to Christmas River – to the place where Amelia had disappeared – had helped at all.
I got to the top of the hill, fighting hard for air. I squinted into the mist, seeing the outline of a big beast hovering by the wooden fence.
I smiled.
It was almost as if Old Crabtree was expecting me.
I jogged over, Huckleberry staying at my heels, trying to catch his own breath. I slipped my small backpack off as I got closer, pulling out a bottle of water, the water bowl I brought for the pooch, and the bag of sugar cubes and carrots I had brought for my other animal friend.
I filled the bowl up with water, setting it down in the frosty grass for Hucks. Then I went over to Crabtree, who was standing with his head over the old fence, looking at me with his one good eye.
I grabbed a few sugar cubes from the bag and held out my hand. I pet his soft ears as he ate the treat.
“Sorry I didn’t come yesterday, Crabtree,” I said. “I hope these sugar cubes make it up to you.”
I grabbed a few more and the donkey slopped at my hand noisily. A moment later, he made a loud honking sound that echoed in the woods behind me.
I let out a short laugh.
A moment later, I heard some noise coming from the greenhouse by the barn. I looked up to see Elise walking out, lugging a big bucket in one hand, and a large sponge in the other. She was heading around the side of the barn and hadn’t noticed that I was there.
“Hi, Elise.”
Maybe it was the fog distorting the sound, but the ranch owner jumped as if I’d just shouted the words at her. Some water slopped up over the side of the bucket, and she nearly dropped the whole thing onto the hard ground.
She glanced over in my direction finally, putting the hand with the sponge up to her chest.
“Oh, it’s just you, Cin.”
“Sorry if I scared you,” I said. 
“No, I’m just… I guess I’m just a little on edge.”
Though she was across the field, I could tell that something was off with her. She didn’t have her normal calm and easygoing demeanor, and she seemed to be walking with a kind of marked intensity that I hadn’t seen in her before.
“Can I help you with that?” I said.
I was climbing over the fence before she could answer, telling Huckleberry to sit and stay.
When I got close to her, I saw that I’d been right – something was off.
Elise looked worried and pale, like maybe she’d come down with that stomach flu going around town.
“Is everything all right?” I asked.
“It’s these damn teenagers,” she said, nodding to the barn.
I followed her gaze. Now that I was closer, I saw what had her so troubled.
Someone had taken a can of red spray paint to the barn, plastering it with strange figures reminiscent of comic book drawings.
“When did this happen?”
“Some time last night,” she said. “I heard Crabtree braying at one point, but I didn’t think much of it until I saw the graffiti out here this morning.”
She gazed across the field at the donkey.
“Poor guy must have been scared,” she added.
I bit my lip. 
I knew that in the big scheme of things, getting her barn graffitied wasn’t the worst that could happen.
But Elise lived out here alone. And although I knew she was able to take care of herself, people coming onto her property so easily like this and causing damage had probably shaken her.
“Let me call Daniel about this,” I said. “He can track down the kids who did this and—”
But she shook her head quickly.
“No. I don’t want to cause any trouble.”
She shrugged. 
“They’re just stupid kids. Probably didn’t mean any harm by it.”
She smiled, though it seemed a little forced and stiff to me.
“Are you sure, Elise? A deputy could be out here in fifteen minutes. It might be helpful, just in case they come back again and—”
She started walking to the barn wall with the bucket and sponge.
“Nope. I wouldn’t feel right taking any deputies from their work for this. Especially with that Booze Bandit on the loose.”
She glanced back at me.
“Is your grandfather doing okay? I heard on the radio the bandit hit his pub earlier this week.”
“Yeah, he’s okay. Lucky for all of us, the old man’s tougher than elk jerky.”
“Did the bandit steal a lot?” she asked. 
“About two-thousand,” I said. “But Warren said the pub’s insurance will cover the loss.” 
“That’s good,” she said, nodding. 
I watched as she started scrubbing the wood. 
The paint wasn’t giving away easily.
“Well, will you at least let me help you clean up here?” I said.
She stopped for a moment, looking at me.
“First you bring sugar cubes for Crabtree, then you ask if you can help me with this. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were looking for a job with the rescue ranch, Cinnamon.”
“Well, Crabtree did tell me that it’s a nice place to work.”
Elise smiled at the joke. 
“All right. If you insist, there’s another sponge in the greenhouse.”
I went in, weaving my way through several rows of flowers and herbs before finding the sponge and bucket on a workbench in the back. 
 
I spent the next half hour scrubbing red paint from the wooden siding.
It wasn’t exactly fun work, but it did take my mind off of things.
 



 
 
Chapter 32
 
It was near closing time and I had just taken out a pan of Sultry Seductress Pies when the front door let out a slow, sluggish jingle.
If there was anything that having a pie food truck in a major city had taught me, it was that what you called something did indeed matter. You could slave away, perfecting the most delicious pie ever known to man – but if you didn’t give it an intriguing name, then all your hard work would be for naught. 
The Sultry Seductress Pie had both things going for it – an eyebrow-raising name and killer flavors to back it up. It was heavy on dark chocolate and heavy on whiskey flavor, too. And just to add a little extra vavavoom, sitting in a circle atop the picturesque pie were 12 chocolate-coated figs.
The pie’s powers of seduction were such that even I was tempted to cut myself a slice from one of the hot pies then and there. 
But when I heard the door jingle, I restrained myself. I dusted off my hands and went to see who had come in at this late hour.
I was glad to see her.
“Hi, Vicky,” I said, going around behind the counter. “A slice of Coconut Cocoa Pie and a cup of coffee again tonight?”
“That’d be great. Thanks, Cin.”
She set a big stack of files down at her usual table and took off her bulky Sheriff’s Deputy jacket. She took a seat and began spreading the files out and flipping them open.
I cut her an extra big slice of pie and brought it over. I went over to the coffee cart and made up a fresh pot.
“It’ll just be a minute before the coffee’s ready,” I said.
“No problem.”
“Busy day at the station?” 
“About average,” she said, keeping her eyes fixed on the papers in front of her. “We’re making progress on the Booze Bandit case, but not as much as I’d like.”
She took a bite of her pie.
“How’s your back doing?” she asked. 
“Better, thanks,” I said. 
My tailbone still hurt a little, and I was glad that my job let me stand all day. But it was already much better than it had been. 
“We’ve got time on our side,” Vicky said. “The bandit will run out of money, strike again, and he’ll mess up. They always do. They’ve got the drugs working against them.”
“Do you think drugs are the motivation behind the robberies?” I asked.
“More than likely. He’s taking small sums, hitting mom and pop businesses. In most of these cases, their habit is fueling the need for fast takes. It’s a sad situation. But usually, they don’t get away with it for long.”
I nodded. Vicky went back to looking at her papers. 
The liquid was sputtering now. I leaned there against the cart and paused, trying to figure out how to say the things I wanted to say to Vicky about her sister.
After a long moment, she looked up from her files, noticing me staring at her.
She gave me a puzzled expression.
“Oh, sorry,” I mumbled, shaking my head and filling up a mug with the freshly-brewed coffee.
“Long day?” 
I shrugged, bringing the hot cup of joe over to her and setting it down at the edge of the table.
Then I drew in a deep breath and took a seat across from her at the booth.
“Look, Vicky. If I had any sense at all, I’d keep my nose out of other people’s affairs. But I can’t help it. When you came by to pick up that photo you left behind the other day, I—”
She interrupted me with a long sigh.
“He told you, didn’t he?” she said. 
“Huh?”
Now I was the one with the puzzled expression on my face.
“Shoot,” she muttered. “I asked him not to mention it until I had a chance to ask you. I wanted to bring it up to you myself. I thought that would only be right.”
I tried to respond, but I didn’t have the foggiest idea of what Vicky was talking about.
“I, uh, I guess I don’t understand,” I said. “Nobody’s said anything to me.”
“Daniel didn’t ask you?” 
I shook my head.
She let out a long, long breath, glancing out the front windows at the car headlights drifting down Main Street, muffled by the fog.
“What’s this about?” I asked. 
She suddenly looked very tired, as though she hadn’t gotten a good night’s sleep in the past decade.
“It’s about this case I’m working on, Cinnamon,” she said, looking at me squarely in the eyes. “I need your help.”
“My help?”
She nodded.
“Well, anything you need, Vicky, I—”
“I should finish before you agree to anything,” she interrupted again. 
I felt my heart skip a beat.
Something about the tone of her voice when she said that made goosebumps break out across my skin.
“Cinnamon,” she said, her eyes as serious as an ice storm. “I wouldn’t ask you this if I didn’t absolutely have to, but…”
She drew in a deep breath.
 
“I’d like you to talk to Sully Coe with me.”
 
My jaw nearly broke through the pine table.
 



 
 
Chapter 33
 
It wasn’t as if I’d forgotten about Sullivan Coe these past few years. 
It would have been hard to. The man had held me at gunpoint. And my testimony was a big part of why he was now sitting behind bars in the Deer Ridge Correctional Facility near Pine Grove, serving out a 15-year sentence for two counts of attempted murder, blackmail, and obstructing justice.
But the last couple of years, I’d come to a better place with all of it and I no longer thought that much about him. Because of Sully’s advanced age, it was likely that he wouldn’t ever get out of prison. And though his betrayal of Warren and myself had scarred me some, so much had happened in these past few years, I hardly had much time to think about the former sheriff. 
But now – now I had the feeling I would be thinking a lot about Sullivan Coe in the weeks and months to come.
“I wanted to talk to him about the missing girls’ case,” Vicky said, her hard eyes studying me. “But he said he wouldn’t see me. Sheriff Brightman asked him, too. But he refused to talk to either of us unless…”
She looked down at the files on the table.
“Unless you came along, too, Cinnamon. He said if you came along, then he’d tell me everything I wanted to know about the cases. Including what he remembers from the files that went up in the sheriff’s station fire.”
I found myself completely speechless. 
I stared numbly at the wooden boards of the table.
“Normally, I wouldn’t give into a demand like that,” Vicky continued when I didn’t respond. “And most of all, I wouldn’t ever want to put you in a vulnerable position. I know what Sully did to you, and I wasn’t even going to ask you this. But Daniel said he knew you’d want to help if you could.”
She drew in a deep breath.
I could tell that she was very uncomfortable asking this of me. 
“Why… why does he want to see me?” I said, the words coming out in a strange tone I didn’t recognize.
She looked out the window for a long while.
“I don’t know,” she finally said. “He didn’t give a reason. Only that you coming along was the condition.”
I swallowed hard, trying to think of Sully’s angle on this.
There was nothing I could do for him now. Nothing anybody could do for him now. He had to sit and serve out his sentence.
So why did he want to see me?
To apologize for what he did?
I doubted that. Sully was as cold as they came. He would have killed Marie and me over those diamonds, and would have had no remorse whatsoever.
I rubbed my face.
“Do you really believe he knows something that could help?” I asked.
“Honestly, I don’t know that either, Cinnamon,” she said quietly. “Coe may know nothing, and he’s just trying to take advantage of the situation for some purpose of his own.”
She closed her eyes for a long moment.
“I’m sorry to ask this of you. But this Greyhound Girls case… it’s…”
She trailed off and cleared her throat before starting again.
“I have to solve it. It’s why I turned down a promotion with the Portland Police Department and took the lieutenant position here instead. I thought if I came here, to the site of where they were last seen, then I’d be able to finally figure out what happened to them.”
She shook her head.
“Because if I don’t find out, then I…”
She trailed off. 
I didn’t have to think about it anymore.
Sully Coe wasn’t at the top of the list of my favorite people.
In fact, I was fairly certain I could go the rest of my life without hearing his name again.
But I’d never been one to turn my back on a person in need
And I wasn’t about to start now.
“I’ll do it,” I said, interrupting her. “But I have a condition of my own.”
Vicky raised her eyebrows, waiting for more.
I took in a deep breath.
“You tell me about your sister’s case. I want to know everything there is to know about it.”
 
If I’d been surprised when Vicky brought up Sully Coe, she seemed to be equally surprised that I knew Amelia was her sister. 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 34
 
Later that night, I furiously scrubbed down the wooden counters of the bread bakery’s kitchen until the whole place sparkled more than a crystal champagne flute. When I was finished with that, I waited on the batch of cherry hazelnut pies in the oven and listened to some soothing Van Morrison songs on my phone, trying to calm down.
But as good as Van was, his music didn’t help me much that night. 
Because the truth was, I was shaken.
Shaken by the thought of seeing Sully Coe again.
And shaken by seeing Vicky’s pain, still so raw after all of these years.
We’d had a long conversation at the pie shop about her sister Amelia and the circumstances surrounding her disappearance. And though Vicky hadn’t said it exactly, I could tell that she blamed herself on some level for what happened to her sister. Amelia had been on that bus to see Vicky at Boise State when she disappeared. And I could tell that she felt somehow responsible for that.
I learned from our conversation that Vicky and Amelia had grown up in a difficult household. Their mother and father divorced when the girls were young, and their mother had gotten full custody. Vicky said their mother was a very strict, critical woman who was verbally abusive to the girls. 
Vicky left home to go to college at the age of 17. Amelia, meanwhile, still lived with her mother after high school. At least, she kept her belongings there, Vicky said. Amelia didn’t get along at all with her mother, and often spent weeks away from home at a time. Living with friends and running with a bad crowd. 
When Vicky’s mother called that day in February of 1993, saying that Amelia had stolen money and taken off, Vicky considered the possibility that she’d just run away from home. But as time passed, and nobody heard anything from her, it became clear that something had gone terribly wrong.
Knowing that Amelia didn’t have a car, Vicky checked with the airlines and the bus lines out of Portland.
She found Amelia’s name on a passenger manifest for a bus headed out to Boise. She spoke to the bus driver, who said that she wasn’t on the bus after the stop in Christmas River.
“She was young and reckless, and she didn’t always think of others,” Vicky had said to me at the pie shop, looking about two decades older than she really was as she recounted the story. “But I’ve always had a hard time believing that she would leave us like that. Deep down, Millie was a good person. She loved our mom, even if she was cruel and spiteful. She loved me, too. Something happened to her out there on the highway.
“Something really bad.” 
Their mom was in a nursing home back in Portland these days, Vicky said. She suffered from dementia and she wasn’t completely lucid most of the time. But Amelia’s disappearance still haunted her. 
The way it had haunted Vicky for so long now. 
Now, standing here alone in the kitchen of the bread bakery, Vicky’s words echoed in my ears and somehow seemed even more pained than they had when she spoke them. 
When I asked Vicky if she had any thoughts about who might have abducted Amelia, she said that since she started investigating her sister’s disappearance, there’d been very few leads. She’d tracked down the bus driver who’d been driving, along with almost every other passenger who had been on the bus that day. She’d spoken to the former owner of the Marionberry Truck Stop Diner, to a couple who had seen Amelia as they pulled out of the parking lot just after the bus arrived. To just about everybody who might have been in the vicinity of the restaurant that day.
Nobody had seen a thing.
Vicky had said that a few months after Amelia went missing, she’d received a letter in the mail with five words on it, pasted together from magazines.
“It’s Not What You Think.”
There was no return address. 
Vicky said that she’d brought it to the police, but that nobody took it too seriously. Most of them believed that Amelia was just another runaway. Not until Laura Baynes went missing a year later did anyone take it seriously, but by then, there was nothing they could gather from the note.
Vicky believed the letter got stuffed into a file and was never investigated thoroughly.
And unfortunately, that file had been one of the ones to go up in flames during the Sheriff’s fire.
I let out a sigh, shaking my head, feeling an immense wave of sadness sweep over me.
What had really happened to Amelia and Laura? 
And just what did Sully Coe know about it? Would he be able to shed some light on the case all these years later?
Or was he just looking to take advantage of the situation for some dark reason of his own?
I couldn’t answer any of those questions. Some of them I wasn’t sure even if I wanted to know the answers to.
All I knew was that tonight felt very dark, and I wished I wasn’t alone in the bread shop kitchen. I wished I could have brought Huckleberry and Chadwick with me here to keep me company. I wished that—
Just then, I heard the sound of keys scrape against the back door lock.
 
 



 
 
Chapter 35
 
“What the hell are you doing here?”
The young woman’s thick eyebrows drew together in an expression of confusion as she glared me.
If I hadn’t recognized her from the picture up in the far corner of the bakery kitchen, I might have been jarred by somebody coming in at this late hour and interrogating me.
But luckily, I knew who she was.
She had the same tall frame as her father and the same sloped, flat nose as him, too.
“You must be Mr. Longworth’s daughter,” I said, dusting my hands off on my apron.
Her eyebrows slouched down even further.
I put a bright smile on my face and went over, sticking my hand out.
“My name’s Cinnamon Peters. I’m the owner of Cinnamon’s Pies.”
Her expression remained unchanged.
“My oven broke,” I said nervously. “Your dad was kind enough to let me use the kitchen here during the off hours.”
“He never said anything to me about it,” she said in a standoffish voice. 
“Well, it’s only until after Valentine’s Day. As soon as the warranty people get me a new oven. So, um, so you work for your dad here?”
I remembered now that Frank mentioned something about dreaming of handing the bakery keys over to his daughter one day. 
“Part-time,” she said. “I help him with the books.”
She shifted her weight between her feet uncomfortably.
“I forgot my bag in the breakroom. I just came back to get it.”
I nodded silently and she headed into the small office off the kitchen. A moment later, Frank’s daughter came out carrying a backpack.
Her expression hadn’t turned any sunnier.
“I don’t think your dad ever told me your name,” I said, trying to make small talk, even though it was clear she wanted nothing less. 
I guess I couldn’t help myself. It seemed like the polite thing to do. 
She hesitated before answering. 
“I’m Spider,” she finally said.
I couldn’t exactly conceal my surprise at the odd name. 
“Sonya, really. But my brother gave me that nickname growing up because I was skinny. I know it’s weird, but it’s just one of those things that stuck.”
I smiled.
“Well, nice to meet you, Spider.”
I cleared my throat when she didn’t respond. 
“You know, I just pulled out a batch of fresh cherry pies. I don’t know if you’re a fan of cherry pie – you’d be surprised how controversial that flavor can be. But I’d be happy to cut you a slice if you want—”
But Spider was already shaking her head before I offered.
“I’ve got to get going.”
She backed away, heading out the door.
“Oh, okay, then. See you—”
The door shut before I could finish that sentence, too.
 
I supposed that friendliness just didn’t run in the Longworth family.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 36
 
“And I thought that I was the one who was gonna be home late tonight.”
I watched as the pooches scrambled across the living room’s wood floor, assaulting an exhausted-looking Daniel with a barrage of licks, squeals, and tail-wags.
He reached down, giving each of them some good pets and attention. Then he took off his jacket, hung it up on the coat rack, and leaned over the sofa. He kissed the side of my neck.
“Sorry,” he whispered. “Things got busy.”
His eyes drifted over to the TV. It was nearly midnight, and I was tired, but my old pal insomnia had moved in and I knew that even if Daniel had been there, I wouldn’t have gotten any sleep. So I’d spent the evening sitting in front of the television, mindlessly watching QVC and wondering whether I should buy some massive solar-powered glass globes to adorn our driveway.
I was glad when Daniel walked in and interrupted me – the phone had been in my hand and I had almost bought the ugly and overpriced lawn ornaments.
Although I guess they would have gone well with the lopsided dog garden statue I’d bought after one bad bout of insomnia a couple of weeks earlier. 
“Everything okay?” I asked, noticing his silence.
He came around and let himself fall into the sofa next to me. He took his hat off, placing it on his lap.
“Booze Bandit struck again.”
I looked back at him in disbelief.
“Really?”
Daniel nodded.
“Three robberies in one week? That’s got to be a record of some sort.”
“It’s a definite streak, that’s for sure. He hit The Stupid Cupid Saloon over in Broken Hearts Junction just after five tonight. Made out like… well, like a bandit.”
I was glad at least to see that Daniel could joke a little about it. The tired, haggard expression on his face when he had walked in had worried me.
“You guys any closer to catching him?” 
Daniel didn’t answer for a long moment.
“Trumbow got to the scene first,” Daniel said. “He spotted the getaway car and chased it for a few miles, but he ended up spinning out on some ice and losing him.”
“Is Trumbow okay?”
“He’s fine. Only thing injured was his pride. He likes to think of himself as an expert when it comes to car chases – the man watches enough movies with them, that’s for sure. But between you and me, he doesn’t have the steady hand and cool head required for a car chase.”
I felt a smirk cross my face.
“And just what gives you the right to judge the former Sheriff Trumbow so harshly, Mr. Brightman?”
Daniel shrugged.
“Experience, I guess. I’ve seen a car chase or two in my day. You know, I never told you this, but back in Fresno, the other cops used to call me Speed Demon Brightman because I was so good at them.”
I let out a sharp, uncontrollable cackle.
“Speed Demon Brightman? I don’t believe that story for one minute. Sounds as bad as one of Warren’s fishing stories.”
“You think I’d lie to you about something like that?”
“Yes. I do.”
He smiled at me mischievously for a moment.
I smiled back, wiggling my way closer to him and resting my head on his shoulder.
He took in a deep breath and sighed. 
“You know, this Booze Bandit case isn’t as clear-cut as any of us thought. It took an interesting turn tonight.”
“How so?”
“It looks like this guy isn’t motivated by money, the way we suspected.”
“What makes you say that?” I asked.
“He left something with the bartender he robbed this time. A, uh, well… I guess you might call it a manifesto of sorts.”
I furrowed my brow, turning in my seat to face him.
“A manifesto?”
Daniel nodded.
“Apparently, hitting places where they sell alcohol is intentional and not just because it’s easy. This guy is claiming to be a vigilante of sorts, here to rectify the evils of the liquor business by robbing places where they sell it.”
“What?”
Daniel ran a hand through his hair.
“He said in his note that every bar, pub, and drinking establishment within the area is going to pay for their evil ways and for preying upon people’s weaknesses.”
I shook my head in disbelief.
I knew that some people were against the entire notion of alcohol, and I respected that. I myself believed that there needed to be better education about the dangers of abusing alcohol, and that repeat drunk drivers should face harsher consequences.
However, robbing local businesses like my grandfather’s wasn’t helping any of that. 
I sighed, thinking about how the robber had pushed me halfway across the barroom floor that night at Geronimo Brewing Co.
“I respect that this guy has a cause,” Daniel said. “But there’s got to be a better way of going about it than hurting and scaring people like this. He’s only hurting small business and the livelihoods of honest, hardworking people like Warren. People who have never hurt anybody.” 
I raised my eyebrows at the compliment he’d just given my grandfather.  
“You still think you’ll catch this guy before our trip?” I asked.
“I’m betting all the potatoes in Ireland on it, darlin,’” he said with a smile.
I put my arms around his waist and rested my head back on his shoulder, feeling good to be near him after the long day.
The ladies on QVC had moved on from the hideous glass garden globes to some sort of magic wind chimes that one of them claimed sounded just like garden fairies singing.
“Look, Cin. For only $24.99 we can have our very own garden fairies singing out back. That’s a steal of a deal, don’t you think?”
“Don’t tempt me,” I said. 
Daniel let out a chuckle.
We watched the TV for a couple of minutes in silence, listening to the two women give us the hard sell on the wind chimes, making it seem like our lives would be pitifully dim if we didn’t call in the next five minutes.
“Say,” Daniel said, grabbing the control and turning down the volume.
I looked at him, noticing the serious expression that had come across his face.
“Vicky told me that she talked to you about Sully. And that you agreed to go see him later this week.”
I nodded.
“You don’t have to do it, you know,” he said. “I mean, I know how you are. I know that you literally can’t see somebody in pain and not try to help. That’s a good quality to have. But it’s also good to be a little selfish sometimes, Cin. And if seeing Sully Coe brings up too many bad feelings for you, then I don’t want you going there this week. And you shouldn’t feel bad about that either. Sometimes, you just have to think of yourself in situations like this.”
But I was already shaking my head long before he finished speaking.
“I’ll be fine,” I said. “Honest. And this isn’t about me. This is about finding out what happened to those girls.”
Daniel sucked in some air, looking a little concerned.
“Cin – I want to be sure here. Don’t feel pressured just because—”
“I don’t. Honestly? I was already looking into Amelia’s disappearance before Vicky asked me to go with her to see Sully.”
Daniel snapped his head back and gazed at me with a puzzled expression.
“What?” he said.
I settled farther into the sofa and turned to look at him.
“After Vicky left that picture at my shop, I started looking at some old stories about the disappearances. You know Rex Dawson? Turns out that once upon a time he was a reporter for the Redmond Register. He covered the Greyhound Girl disappearances. I talked to him about it. We even went to the truck stop where both women were last seen alive.”
Daniel’s mouth dropped farther as I spoke.
“I don’t know what surprises me more,” he said after a moment. “That you were already looking into this before Vicky asked you to get involved, or that Rex used to be anything other than the foolish weatherman that he is.”
“I was surprised to find that out, too,” I said. “But you know, I think we’ve had Rex pegged all wrong. I saw a serious side to him. He was talking about how he got so obsessed with the women’s disappearances and how he felt like he failed by not figuring out what happened to them. He quit his job over it and he said his marriage nearly fell apart.”
“Huh. Never would have thought there was anything more to old Rex than bad jokes and pleated khakis.”
Daniel stared at the TV for a long moment, seemingly deep in thought.
“What are you thinking?” I asked finally.
“I’m thinking that you’re giving me a run for my money, Mrs. Brightman. And that maybe come next election, you ought to run for Sheriff.”
“Aw, I couldn’t be Sheriff,” I said. “You know why?”
“Why?” he said, looking down at me with a loving expression.
I felt my lips spread into a smart aleck smile.
“I’m no Speed Demon Brightman, that’s why.”
I started laughing, and a moment later, Daniel was tickling my ribcage something fierce.
 
The light moment almost took my mind off of the darkness that loomed ahead of us.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 37
 
Warren sat at the kitchen island the next morning, pushing around the slice of Maple Apple Puff Pie I’d doled out to him in a very uncharacteristic fashion.
The only time the old man didn’t scarf down one of my pies was when he was feeling troubled about something. And it was obvious that this was the case now.
“I admire people who stand up for what they believe in. I really do. It’s an admirable quality to stick your neck out like that, especially when your views are unpopular. But goll-ee, Cinny Bee, I don’t like being accused of being evil for following my dream and making a good beer.
“We don’t prey upon people’s weaknesses, or whatever that robber fella said. We don’t hurt anybody, either. At Geronimo, we make a real point of never over-serving our customers. We cut them off right away. And if somebody looks like they’ve had too much to drink, we call them a cab and make sure they don’t drive home. That’s our policy, and as long as we’ve been open, we’ve never strayed from it. We only want people to have good, clean fun. That’s all.”
I pat Warren’s wrinkled, aging hand.
“No need to tell me, old man. You run Geronimo the way you’ve run your whole life – with honor and morals.”
The local news had just broken the story that the Booze Bandit wasn’t just a robber looking to get rich quick, but that he’d left a manifesto at the sight of the robbery in Broken Hearts Junction the night before. Warren had been highly troubled by the whole thing, resenting the implication that he was somehow morally corrupt because he was a beer brewer.
“I know that overserving’s a serious problem at a lot of bars. And I know that alcohol abuse is a big issue that doesn’t get enough attention. I support change and reform and a better system of accountability. But heck – robbing local people isn’t going to make any of that happen.”
I nodded emphatically, going back to whisking up a batch of filling for the Lemon Gingersnap Pies. 
He pushed the pie around on his plate some more before dropping his fork.
“Aw, sorry to come over here and bring your morning down like this, Cin. I should just keep my complaints to myself.”
“Are you kidding? I’m so happy that I dropped in.”
Warren looked as though he hadn’t heard me.
“Now what’s going on with that slice of pie there?” I said, nodding at that plate. “Apple not to your liking anymore, old man?”
“No, no, Cinny Bee. Apple’s fine. I guess you could say I’m just in a pickle of a mood and—”
Warren’s voice was suddenly drowned out by raised voices coming from out in the dining room.
“Jest give me a minute, sir, to tell her that you’re here and—”
“No. I don’t wait for anybody.”
“I don’t want to get mean, sir, but I will. I don’t like your tone and I don’t believe you have any right to—”
“Oh, get out of my way.”
My heart skipped a beat, and a moment later, I heard the pitter-patter of boots on the wood floor growing louder. I looked up to see Frank Longworth pushing open the dividing door.
A flustered-looking Tobias was right behind him, still telling him he couldn’t come in.
I felt my eyes grow a little wide at the wild commotion.
“Uh… Mr. Longworth, what are you—”  
“I told you, didn’t I? I told you that you could use the kitchen as long as you kept it orderly.”
His gruff voice cracked halfway through, and anger stained his face red. 
“Yes… I remember.”
“Then explain to me why I arrived this morning to find nearly every dish in the place dirty?”
I felt my mouth drop.
“What?”
Mr. Longworth’s face grew redder.
“You heard me. You left nearly every dish in the place caked in flour in the sink. I never gave you permission to use my dishes or utensils, and I made it clear that you were not to leave any mess in my—”
“Look – there’s been some misunderstanding,” I said in a strong voice. “When I left last night, the place was in perfect order. I made sure of it. And I didn’t use any of your dishes or utensils, either.”
Mr. Longworth crossed his arms tighter against his chest and eyed me harshly.
“Don’t lie to me, missy,” he asked. “I was the first one in this morning, and you were the last one there last night. Doesn’t take a physicist to figure out who the responsible party is—”
“I left the place in sparkling condition,” I said, feeling some righteous anger of my own. “I’ve been nothing if not respectful of your kitchen, sir. You’ve made a mistake.”
Mr. Longworth scoffed and just shook his head.
“You’re lying. You’re the only one who could have—”
“Hey!” Warren said, shooting up in his seat and stepping toward Frank. “If Cinny said she left the place sparkling, then she did. End of story. You listen and treat her with respect, you hear?”
Mr. Longworth shot a sharp look at my grandfather. Then he looked back at me, ignoring him.
“I only had one rule – don’t make a mess,” he said. “I won’t abide people who don’t respect my rules. I want the key to the kitchen back. And I don’t want to see you there again.”
The room started spinning.
Tomorrow was Valentine’s Day – one of the busiest days of the year.
And there was no way I could serve all my customers on one oven alone.
“Mr. Longworth – this has to be some sort of—”
But the man just stuck his hand out toward me, his palm facing up, waiting for the key.
This couldn’t be happening.
“Shame on you, sir,” Warren said, shaking his head at the man. “Shame on you for acting this way.”
But Mr. Longworth’s face remained unchanged.
He was so sure I was responsible, but the place would have passed even the sternest food inspector’s standards of cleanliness when I had locked up last night.
There hadn’t been as much as a fork out of place.
But I could tell by the way that Mr. Longworth was looking at me that he had made up his mind.
And nothing I said now was going to change it.
I went for my purse hanging up on the coat rack. I grabbed my key chain, finding the square kitchen key that Mr. Longworth had given me.
I slid it off and tried my best not to slap it angrily into his hand.
“You’ve got it wrong, Mr. Longworth. That’s all I can say.”
He didn’t respond.
He turned and then he left.
“Don’t you think about showing your face here or at Geronimo Brewing!” Warren shouted after him. “Or I’ll show you what a real mess looks like, you old bitter fool!”
They were strong words coming out of Warren’s mouth, but I sensed that Frank Longworth was completely unaffected by them.
“The bastard can’t go around accusing innocent people of wrongdoing,” Warren mumbled when he was gone. “He can’t do that to my Cinny Bee.”
I bit my lip, letting out a shaky, nervous sigh. 
 
It looked like Mr. Longworth just had.
 



 
 
Chapter 38
 
I didn’t want to do it.
But I could see no other way around it.
For the first time ever in the history of Cinnamon’s Pies, the shop would have to be closed on Valentine’s Day. 
Traditionally, it was one of the biggest sales days of the year. But with only one functioning oven, we wouldn’t be able to make enough pies to see us through 10 a.m.
It wasn’t in my nature to throw in the towel when I was up against tough odds.
In fact, I’d faced plenty of difficult odds over the years. Like the time when the air conditioner in the kitchen broke during a heatwave in July. Or the time at the Gingerbread Junction all those years ago when I’d built an entire gingerbread house ranch from scratch in a single night after mine had been destroyed by a saboteur.
But the difference was that in those instances, I’d faced the odds with a positive attitude, knowing that if I put my mind to it, I’d be able to overcome anything.
But today, I just couldn’t bring myself to view things in such a positive light.
I was tired. Tired in my very bones.
I knew that part of it had been the dreary weather. Another part of it had to do with the prospect of seeing Sully Coe again. And it also had to do with the sting I still felt after getting chewed out by Frank Longworth so severely over something I didn’t do.
But there was more to it than that.
Something I’d been grappling with silently for a while now. 
Something that had me tired of fighting.
I leaned across the wooden gate, petting Old Crabtree a couple more times, much to the donkey’s delight. After Frank’s visit, I’d decided to take my lunch early and get some fresh air.
I was in bad need of some.
Elise didn’t appear to be home and I was actually glad of it – I’d come here to see Crabtree and to think things through.
And, as I realized on the way up here, to do something that needed to be done.
I fished my phone out of my pocket and scrolled through my call log, finding the number with the Philadelphia area code.
My hand was shaking as I hit “send.” 
I brought it up to my ear.
It rang several times, and as the ringing continued, I began to relax.
Maybe I wouldn’t have to do this today. Maybe—
“Hello?”
My mouth went dry.
It was a woman’s voice.
Not his voice – like I had expected.
“Hello?” she said again. 
I couldn’t find the words. They seemed to have all but vanished into the fog.
I had prepared a speech to say to him.
But this strange woman’s voice caught me completely off guard.
I was about to hang up.
“Cinnamon,” she said in a low voice. “Is that you?”
“I…” I stammered.  
I hated how weak and unsure I sounded.
“It is, isn’t it?”
The woman’s voice was tinged with a kind of hope now. As if she’d been waiting for my call but hadn’t allowed herself to expect it.
All I could do was press the phone to my ear, my throat thick with emotion.
“I can only imagine how hard this is for you right now,” she said when I didn’t respond. “But I called you before because it’s important. I don’t want to scare you, but I think it would be a good idea to come here soon and—”
“Who is this exactly?” I blurted out.
I couldn’t keep the anger out of my voice.
The woman hesitated before answering.
“I’m… I’m your dad’s wife. Francine.”
I closed my eyes.
I should have known right away.
And there was no reason for it to affect me so deeply.
But all I could do was think of my mom crying the weeks and months and years after he left.
So many bitter tears.
So much pain.  
I drew in a deep breath.
“I called to…” I trailed off.
I swallowed hard.
“I called to tell him that… that I’m not coming.”
There was a long silence from the other end of the line.
“I understand why you feel that way,” she finally said in a gratingly calm voice that reminded me of how a school counselor might talk. “I really do.”
I swallowed back the anger shooting up my throat.
What did this woman know about it?
“Just… please take my word for it,” she continued. “One day, you may look back and regret this decision.”
I gulped hard.
“He lost his chance years ago. You understand? He can’t undo things just because...”
“I know, Cinnamon. But if you would just—”
I hit the “end call” button before she could finish.
I was done with it.
I wanted to cry then, but I held the tears back.
I stroked old Crabtree’s ears, staring into the eyes of that beautiful wise animal for a long while.
Then I wiped my nose, said goodbye, and headed back down the trail into town with new resolve.
 
I was going to open the pie shop tomorrow, dammit.
Even if it meant begging every commercial kitchen owner in town to let me use their ovens tonight.
 



 
 
Chapter 39
 
As it turned out, I didn’t need to beg every commercial kitchen owner in town.  
In fact, by the time I got back to Cinnamon’s Pies, I had already gotten a call from Hal Metz over at Hal’s Grill on the south side of town, offering to let me use their ovens tonight.
I was shocked when I heard the message, wondering if old Gertrude – the heir apparent to Moira Stewart’s gossip throne – had somehow bugged my pie shop kitchen and had spread the news of the argument I’d had with Frank.  
But then I remembered that the owner of Hal’s Grill had recently done a deal to have Geronimo Brewing Co. beer on tap at the restaurant, and I realized that Warren must have been behind it all.
That old man was something special, all right.
The kitchen at the grill wouldn’t be as nice as the Harvest Bread Bakery’s kitchen, but it would do quite well, I reckoned.
Especially since I wouldn’t have to deal with Frank Longworth. 
I still couldn’t quite wrap my mind around what had happened there. I thought that I’d made some headway when it came to building up some sort of friendship with Mr. Longworth. Well, maybe friendship was the wrong word. Camaraderie, maybe, was closer to what I meant. Our conversation had been short that night he’d come back to feed the sourdough starter, but I could have sworn he was starting to warm up to me.
But obviously, I had been wrong.
Very, very wrong.
And it left me to wonder what happened. 
I headed over to Hal’s Grill later that night and got down to work. I tossed a massive batch of Hubba Hubba Chocolate Cherry pies into the oven and set the timer, struggling with the unfamiliar oven dashboard.
It was half past ten and it was only the beginning of what was most likely going to be an all-nighter. Tiana and Ian were over at the pie shop kitchen, finishing up a few more batches of cherry pie. Meanwhile, I was alone here at the grill, working hard, listening to Chet Baker, and thinking about the woman on the phone earlier.
She’d said my name with such familiarity, it made me uncomfortable to even think about it. 
Had she always known about me? Had she known about my mom? 
Did she know about how he’d abandoned us?
How could she be married to somebody like that?
I closed my eyes, regretting that last thought.
Everyone deserved to be loved – I truly believed that. Even people who did bad things.
But that thought was somehow easier in hypothetical theory than it was in practice—
Just then, I heard the clicking sound of the front door to the diner, followed by a voice.
“Mmm… Is that Hubba Hubba Chocolate Cherry Pie I smell?”
My heart soared at the sound of his voice.
A moment later, he appeared in the narrow hallway that led to the kitchen.  
“Good nose, Sheriff,” I said, unable to pull my eyes away from what he was carrying in his hands.
I couldn’t help but grin foolishly at the silky red blooms and powder-white baby’s breath peeking out from the pink cellophane.
“And is that a bouquet of Valentine’s Day roses that I see?”
“It is,” he said, glancing around the kitchen “Though I don’t suppose they’d have a vase in joint like this.”
“Oh, I’ll find something,” I said. “I’m resourceful like that.”
“I know you are. Finding this kitchen last minute on Valentine’s Day eve? Pretty impressive, Mrs. Brightman.”
“Thanks, but I didn’t do a thing. This was Warren’s magic through and through.”
Daniel raised his eyebrows. It looked as though he was about to say some smart aleck remark, the way he often did when the subject of my grandfather came up.
But then he seemed to let it pass. 
I took the flowers from him and inhaled deeply.
“These are stunning, Daniel,” I said.
“I know it’s not the big day quite yet, but seeing as how busy you’ll be tomorrow, I figured I should get my gifts in early.”
He took off his hat and placed it on one of the counters. Then he took off his jacket.
“Are you staying for a little bit?” I asked.
“Oh, I’m doing more than staying, darlin,’” he said, placing the jacket next to his hat.
He started rolling up his sleeves.
“Those roses there are only the first part of your Valentine’s Day present. The second part is me being your sous chef for the night.”
I felt my mouth drop a little, watching as he went over to the sink and began washing his hands.
“Now I don’t profess to be any kind of expert, but I figure I’ve got two hands and a lot of heart – which I’ve heard you say is the secret to baking pies. So I—”
“Daniel – this is so sweet of you, but I know you’ve had a long day and you really don’t need to—”
He came over to me, smiling.
“Oh, it’s not up for discussion, darling. Now tell me – what can I do? Want me to cut up some butter or crack some eggs? Open a bar of chocolate or something?”
I laughed, but it faded quickly as my eyes watered up.
I tried to hide them, but he saw the tears glistening in my eyes.
“What’s this now? I know I’m no Bobby Flay or anything, but my kitchen skills can’t be bad enough to cry over. I make a mean pot roast every now and then. And pancakes, too. Don’t forget about those fluffy gingerbread pancakes I can whip up.”
I shook my head, smiling a little.
“It’s not your kitchen skills,” I said.
“Then what is it?”
I stood on my tiptoes, kissing him softly.
“I’m a lucky woman,” I said, rubbing his cheek. “And a sap. That’s all.”
Daniel smiled back lovingly at me.
“Well, that goes without saying,” he said, his voice tinged with mischief.
I tapped him on the arm playfully, sniveling a little.
“All right, mister. Grab some sticks of butter from the fridge.”
“At your service, ma’am.”
 
 



 
 
Chapter 40
 
Valentine’s Day went by in a blur of chocolate pie, lines of customers, and a few truly heartfelt moments.
Daniel stayed up with me the entire night in the kitchen of Hal’s Grill, rolling out dough, shuffling pies back to the shop, and being the best sous chef that a gal could ask for. And though it was clear that he was out of his element working in a professional kitchen – not having the foggiest idea what to do when I asked him to cut the butter and shortening into the flour – he more than made up for it with the effort and heart he showed.
Thanks to his help, and to all of Ian, Tiana, and Tobias’s hard work, we’d been able to have enough pies to stay open until 4 p.m. on Valentine’s Day – a true feat considering I’d almost kept the shop closed. 
By the end of the day, I was so tired, it was all I could do to crawl into bed. I tried to wait up for Daniel. He was still at the office and I wanted to tell him about the Valentine’s Day gift I’d gotten him – an exclusive Whisky-tasting package during our trip to Ireland. But before I knew it, I was drifting off to sleep to the sounds of Chadwick and Huckleberry’s deep snores.
 
***
 
When I came home from school that day, she was sitting at the kitchen table next to the telephone, staring out the window into the small backyard with an empty expression.
“Mom?”
It was like she hadn’t heard me.
“Mom?”
My backpack slid off my shoulder to the ground. Her face remained unchanged. A stone façade that seemed unbreakable.
It was the same expression she’d worn every day since the morning his truck had rumbled out of the driveway for the final time and didn’t come back. 
It had been months. Months of hearing her quietly crying through the thin walls of the house. Of her numbly staring out windows like this.
Months of me calling out to her, and her not hearing me.
I thought she blamed me for him leaving. And that was why she wouldn’t answer.
But that afternoon, I finally got through to her. The final time I said “mom” she lifted her bloodshot eyes to look at me.
Something changed in her face, then.
Where there had been unending emptiness, there was now a spark of resolve. A hint of determination.
She held out her arms and motioned for me to come over to her. She hugged me like a life raft in the middle of stormy seas. 
Then she pulled away and looked into my face.
“Remember this, Cinnamon, honey,” she said, her eyes damp with tears. “When you grow up, you must make your own way in the world. Never rely on a man to support you or take care of you. Never rely on a man for anything.”
A few tears spilled down her porcelain cheeks, then. She brushed them away, and gazed back out the window.
“Don’t do what I did,” she whispered. “Will you promise me that?”
I was too young to make promises like that, but I nodded anyway.
She brushed some more tears away, forcing a sad smile.
“Good. Now, you must hungry. I’m going to make you a chocolate pudding pie. How’s that sound?”
 
After that day, my mom never spoke about my dad again.
 
But sometimes, late at night, I still heard her crying quietly in her sleep.
 
 



 
 
Chapter 41
 
“Just remember, Cin – you can back out whenever you want. If Sully makes you feel uncomfortable at any point, just get up and leave. Vicky will understand.”
I nodded. 
I was sitting at our bedroom window, drinking some strong coffee that Daniel had just gotten me. 
He buttoned up the rest of his collared Sheriff’s shirt, and as he did, I could feel his eyes lingering on me for an extended beat.
“You know, I’ve changed my mind,” he said. “I’m coming with you guys to the prison. Let me just call Liv to say that I won’t be able to make it and—”
I looked back and shook my head emphatically.
“You’ve got the Booze Bandit case to solve, remember?” I said, setting my mug down. “You’ve got that lead out in Broken Hearts Junction and it’s going to get cold if you don’t follow it up right away.”
Daniel had gotten a call this morning from Liv, the dispatcher at the Sheriff’s station. A witness had called in claiming to have seen the bandit pulling away from the scene of the Broken Hearts Junction robbery. He had other details, too, that could have been important.
Plus, I knew Daniel had court to go to later this afternoon. He was testifying in a domestic violence-related case that was going to trial, and I knew he needed to be there.
“I just don’t feel comfortable with you being alone at the prison with Sully today,” he said, looking at me. 
A deep line of worry creased Daniel’s forehead.
I couldn’t deny that I was a little worried about all of it, too.
But I didn’t let on that I had any doubts.
Because this had become bigger than just doing a favor for somebody.
I needed to do this not only for Vicky, but for Amelia. And for Laura, too. 
And for all the lost girls out there who never made it home.
“I’ll be just fine,” I said. “Sully can’t hurt anybody anymore. And anyway, I won’t be alone. Vicky will be sitting right there with me.”
Daniel sucked in a deep breath, still looking a little uneasy.
“All right, Cin,” he finally said. “But like I said – remember to be selfish. And make sure Sully knows that he doesn’t control things. You and Vicky do. And if you need anything – and I mean anything at all – call me. I’ll be there in a flash. Court or no court.”
“I know you will,” I said. “‘Cuz you’re Speed Demon Brightman, right?” 
I forced an easy-going smile. 
“You’re never going to let me live that one down, are you?”
“Nope.”
He came over, kissing the top of my head and whispering in my ear.
“I’m proud of you for doing this, Cin. It takes the kind of guts that most people don’t have.”
I looked up at him, smiled again, and tried not to show my nerves.
 
“I’ll see you this afternoon,” I whispered. “And go get ‘em in court.” 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 42
 
I held my breath, watching as the elderly, frail-looking man in the light blue jumpsuit shuffled through the door. A tall guard pointed in our direction, and the man in blue nodded, then walked past the row of fingerprint-smudged-glass booths. 
My heart pounded like rain on a tin roof as my eyes took in Sullivan Coe. 
The last time I’d seen Sully, his skin had been a healthy shade of terracotta from his days of retirement in Puerto Rico. And though his hair was still thinned-out in those days, he always looked about a decade younger than he was. 
But the man walking toward us now wasn’t anything like that. 
He looked old. His skin was a pasty shade of white that spoke of a limited time outdoors. He was now completely bald, and he’d gained some weight around his midsection. His once tall, proud walk was gone. He ambled along slowly with an arthritic gait.
If I hadn’t known with certainty that this was the man who had aimed a gun at me several Decembers ago, I doubt I would have ever recognized him on my own. 
“Okay, Cinnamon,” Vicky said in a low voice. “Remember our signal. If you don’t like the way this is going, just clear your throat loudly and I’ll pull the plug on all of this. And don’t feel bad about doing it, either. There’s nothing you have to prove here.”
I nodded.
Vicky opened up the file that she’d brought with her, setting it down on the small table in front of us. 
I drew in a deep breath.
A moment later, we were sitting face to face with the man, only a thin plate of glass between us. 
The edges of his mouth turned up when those eyes settled on me.
Everything about him looked different.
But his eyes had remained the same.
Sharp, hawk-like, and scheming.
He slowly picked up the phone on his side, placing it up to his ear.
“I knew you would come,” he said, a wry smile breaking across his face. “I guess that proves you really are Warren’s granddaughter after all. You don’t look anything like the old fool, but you’ve got some steel to you like him, all right.”
I swallowed hard, taking my time in responding.
My palms were sweating, and the difficulty of coming face to face with the man who had nearly been my murderer began to really sink in.
I flashed on the way he’d held the gun in his hand.
The way the barrel flashed out in the woods.
My mouth went dry.
“Ms. Delgado, it’s been a while,” he said, nodding at Vicky. 
I hadn’t realized it until Vicky told me on our drive out here, but she’d met Sully before. Vicky had tried talking with him several times over the years about her sister’s case. He brushed her off mostly, she said. Telling her very little. She said she never knew whether that was because Sully didn’t want to tell her anything, or because the Sheriff’s Office really had nothing to go on with the investigation.  
“This is the way it’s going to be, Mr. Coe,” Vicky said, her voice coming out strong and tough. “You’re going to cooperate and tell us everything you remember about the Greyhound Girls case. If you give us what we need, then I will speak with the warden and it might—”
“Might what?” Sully said, cutting her off. “Take a couple years off my sentence?”
He shook his head.
“No. You girls know as well as I do that that won’t do me any good. I’ve only got a few years left in me, and it doesn’t matter how upstanding my behavior is. I’m still going to die behind these walls.”
He looked up, letting out a sigh.
“I don’t want your sympathy. I’m at peace with it. God has seen fit that I pay for my sins this way. And I’m not going to get in His path. If it is His will that I die here, then so be it. He led me here for a reason. ”
I narrowed my eyes at him.
God might have seen fit for him to be here, but Sully had been the one who decided to point a gun at Marie and me that night. He’d been the one to take bribes during his time as sheriff and cover up the death of a young man, too. 
And I had a feeling that that wasn’t the end of his underhanded dealings while he was sheriff. I imagined if someone looked hard enough, they’d be able to find all sorts of transgressions from his several terms in the office. 
Additionally, Sully was being overly dramatic. His sentence had been for fifteen years. Though it was unlikely that he’d live that long, I knew that the prison system was overwhelmed. At his age, if he behaved well, chances were high that he’d get out before his full sentence. 
“I’m not cooperating to have a chance at a reduced sentence, Ms. Delgado,” he said, stroking his chin. “No – I agreed to this primarily to see Cinnamon.”
He turned his attention to me, and I felt shivers crawl up and down my spine.
“What do you want?” I said in a breathless voice. 
He paused for a long moment.
“I’ll tell you at the end,” he finally said. “Without Ms. Delgado here. It’s for your ears only.”
I glanced over at Vicky.
She suddenly looked concerned.
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t like that deal. I…”
I stared back at Sully – gazing into those hawk-like eyes of his. Eyes so sharp, they could damn near cut you from across the room.
I had to be brave, I reminded myself. 
For Amelia.And for Laura. 
“That’s fine,” I said, interrupting Vicky. “Just tell us what you remember about the case. And don’t hold back on anything.”
Vicky started to argue some more, but I just shook my head.
Sully smiled wryly, like he’d just won a prize at a carnival booth.
 
“You ladies have yourself a deal.”
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 43
 
“Now, I get a lot of time to think in here,” Sully said. “All this thinking don’t make up for a spotty memory, though. Age has not been kind to me, ladies. But I can tell you three things you ought to know about the Greyhound Girls case. Conclusions I came to.”
Vicky gazed seriously at Sully through the smudged pane of glass. I could almost hear her heartbeat quicken as Sully paused, gathering his thoughts.
“One – and this is one you probably know since you were her sister, Ms. Delgado. But Amelia was a troubled, troubled girl.”
Vicky’s face remained stoic and unchanged, but I could see the defensiveness in her eyes when he said that.
“I know she had problems,” Vicky said. “But she was young and—”
“No – I don’t think you understand. When I say troubled, I really mean troubled. The people she ran with were bad news. Drug dealers. Thieves. And worse. Jimmy McDaniels – that big Portland drug kingpin who died in prison a couple of years ago? He was a regular at the bar she worked in. A real bad crew.”
Sully straightened out his mustache absentmindedly. 
“She might not have had a record, but Amelia did some bad things. She stole a chunk of money from your mom right before she left. About all that your mom had, which wasn’t much, but it was a lot to her. Did you know that?”
Vicky looked down for a second.
“Yes,” she said quietly.
“That bar that Amelia worked at in Portland was the kind of place that any decent young woman would avoid like the plague. When you think about it, it’s really no surprise that something ended up happening to this girl. What’s surprising is that it didn’t happen sooner. And that it seems random and unrelated to her lifestyle choices.”
Vicky flinched slightly when Sully said that.
She cleared her throat, looking down at the stack of files in front of her.
“What’s the next thing we should know?” Vicky said, her voice coming out just as strong and unwavering as ever.
Sully said that I had some steel to me.
Vicky had some to her, too.
“Because of the similarities in the cases, we operated for many years on the premise that Amelia and Laura’s disappearances were related. They both were last seen at the truck stop, both of them were on the same bus route, and Laura went missing a year later to the day that Amelia did. But I’ve come to wonder in recent years whether they really were related at all.”
“What makes you say that?” Vicky said.
“They were about as different from each other as could be. Laura was 27 years old, white, well-to-do, a woman with a family. Meanwhile Amelia was in her early twenties, of Hispanic origin, single – clearly a tough girl. A lot of times, abductors stick to the same type of victim. And anyway, why did he wait a year in between abductions? Usually when they get a taste for it, they don’t wait that long to strike again. I know everything pointed to the two cases being related, but I don’t know… my gut says they’re not.”
Vicky jotted something down quickly on the notepad in front of her.
“What’s the third thing?” I asked quietly.
Sully seemed pleased that I asked the question, and I felt another round of shivers run down my spine.
“That kid we brought in for questioning when Amelia was reported missing – the one who worked at the gas station across from the truck stop where the girls disappeared? He knew something he wasn’t saying. I’d bet what years I have left on it. He knew something about what happened to the Delgado girl. But we could never get it out of him, and we could never prove he had anything to do with her disappearance. So we had to let him go.”
I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up.
Sully shook his head, looking off in deep thought.
“That was one tough kid. Most grown men left our interrogations crying like little girls. But this kid never cracked. There was something icy about him. Too icy, if you ask me.”
Rex had mentioned that there’d been a suspect interviewed, but that his name had never been released to the press.
Vicky leaned forward in her chair. 
“Do you remember his name, Mr. Coe?” Vicky asked. “That part of the file was lost in the fire at the station in 1999.”
Sully smiled for a long moment, as if pleased to be holding the power for the first time in the conversation.
“I do remember, Ms. Delgado. And I’ll tell you. But I want to talk to Cinnamon first. Just so you two don’t run off as soon as you’ve got what you came here to get.”
Vicky’s expression became strained.
I could tell she didn’t like the arrangement one bit.
But I could see no way around it.
If we wanted to know what this missing piece of the case file was, then this was what would need to be done.
I nodded silently at Vicky.
She hesitated for a long moment.
Then she stood up.
“Remember the signal, Cinnamon,” she rasped under her breath. “And don’t hesitate to use it.”
I nodded again.
Vicky glanced one more time at Sully, giving him a stern look.
Then she walked across the room to a chair in the far corner.
 
Sully looked at me the way a spider might after finding a dying fly caught in his web. 
 
***
“How’s my old pal Warren these days?”
I glanced at the guard, who stood several feet away, monitoring the row of prisoners on the other side of the pane of glass.
“I don’t think we have time to talk about my grandfather.”
“Oh, sure we do,” Sully said. “Is the old chatterbox still having poker nights?”
I didn’t answer.
Warren didn’t know that I was here talking to Sully, and I had decided I wasn’t going to tell him, either.
As a rule of thumb, I didn’t like keeping secrets from the old man.
But in this instance, it seemed like the most thoughtful thing to do.
He would have never approved of this. And I had already made up my mind that I was going to come here today to help Vicky.
“Well, tell the old geezer that we have a pretty good game back here,” Sully said when I didn’t respond. “Almost makes me feel like I’m home. Just wish we had some of those poker night brownies you used to make to go with it. Those were good.”
“What is it you want, Sully?”
The knowing smile on his face faded a little. That was followed by a long pause. Those hawk eyes of his sized me up.
“I know you think I’m some monster,” he said, pressing the phone receiver closer to his mouth. “And maybe you’ve got a right to think that way. But I’m not a monster, Cinnamon. I’ve got a heart beating in here, same as you.”
He tapped his chest.
“I’m not proud of how I acted that night. Greed turns men into foolish creatures. And I…”
He trailed off, clearing his throat.
“I need you to make a call for me,” he said.
I raised my eyebrows.
“Why can’t you make it yourself?”
He cleared his throat again, looking past my shoulder at Vicky and lowering his voice.
“Because I can’t.”
I leaned back in the uncomfortable chair.  
“I won’t do anything illegal for you, Sully. That’s out of the question, so—”
“It’s not illegal,” he said, cutting me off. “It’s—”
He leaned into the phone.
“It’s personal,” he said quietly. 
Sully sucked in a deep breath.
“You remember my daughter, don’t you?”
I hesitated for a moment, then nodded.
I remembered him talking about her the December he was arrested. He was supposed to go spend Christmas with her and his grandson out in Las Vegas.
I also remembered her absence from the trial.
“She stopped talking to me,” Sully said. “All my letters get returned. The times I’ve tried calling, she hangs up on me.”
I thought I saw shame in his eyes, but I couldn’t be sure.
I wasn’t sure if Sully Coe was capable of actually feeling shame.
“I thought that if you called her, she might listen to you. She might…”
He gulped hard.
“She was my little girl, Cinnamon. And I was her hero. She thought the world of me. She believed that I could do anything. And when all of this happened, she…”
He shook his head.
“I just need you to call her for me.”
“And say what? Say that you didn’t try to kill me that night? Say that you’re a good person?”
“Gosh dang it, I already told you I’m not proud of that, Cinnamon,” he said between clenched teeth. “And I’m not asking you to forgive me for what I did.”
“You haven’t even apologized for it, Sully. And now you want me to call your daughter and tell her that you’re an upstanding guy?”
I let out a scoff.
He looked away.
There was some sort of emotion in his face, all right. But knowing him, it was hard to tell if it was really shame, or a just a narcissist feeling sorry for himself. 
“I am regretful, if that’s what you want to hear,” he said. “More regretful than you could know. Believe me. I ruined a lot of things that holiday season.”
He looked dead in my eyes.
“But, Cinnamon. I can’t live knowing… knowing that she hates me. She’s the most important person in my life. And I need her to know that I miss her and that I still...”
I saw a sight that I thought I’d never see in my whole life, then. 
Tears welling up in Sully Coe’s hawk-like eyes.
“Please. Just tell her to read my last letter. I explain it all there. That’s all I ask. And tell her I’m not expecting forgiveness. Just the opportunity to say how sorry I am.”
He drew in a deep, ragged breath.
“And tell her… tell her I love her.”
I bit my lower lip, wondering if Sully Coe was actually being truthful about any of it, or if he had a larger scheme going with trying to talk to his daughter again.
But as I studied him, I realized that it didn’t matter.
In the big scheme of things, it was a small request.
And I would make a simple phone call to Brenda Coe if that’s what it took.
“I’ll call her,” I said. “You have my word.” 
His face lit up and he clutched the phone.
“Thank you, Cinnamon. I’m… I’m indebted to you and—”
“What’s the name of that suspect?” I said, cutting him off before he could say anything more.
The emotion in face receded like a tide going out.
He glanced across the room at Vicky.
 
Then he told me.
 
There had to be some mistake.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 44
 
“I’m sorry,” Vicky said, wiping at her eyes with the back of her sleeve. “I don’t ever get emotional like this.”
“Do you want me to drive?”
She shook her head.
“I’ll be okay.”
She focused her eyes harder on the stretch of desolate road, as if to prove her point.
We were still about twenty minutes away from Christmas River on the lonely highway lined with towering Ponderosa pines. Fog crawled along the asphalt and the grey sky overhead was already dimming.
Vicky had kept silent up until a minute earlier, when I had noticed tears beginning to drip down her cheeks and I’d asked if she was okay.
She wiped away another round of them as they spilled over the rims of her eyes. 
“It just hurts, you know? My sister wasn’t any saint. What Sully said back there was all true. She stole money from our mom. She worked in a bad place with bad people. She probably did some bad things, too. She was a lost youth.”
She sniveled. 
“But there was more to Millie than that. That’s what the cops investigating the case never seemed to understand. There was more to her than the people she hung out with or the origins of her last name, you know? But nobody cared. Not really. And not enough. Her case didn’t even become known until Laura Baynes disappeared the next year.”
Vicky shook her head.
“Right after Millie went missing, I came out here to Christmas River to put up some missing posters and to see if I could find anybody who had seen anything the day she disappeared. I went to some of the local businesses and handed out the posters. When I walked through town the next day, only two of them had actually put the missing flyers up on their bulletin boards. I found some in the trash at the park, too.” 
Vicky bit her lip, and I felt a wave of sorrow wash over me as she spoke.
“I went to go talk to Sheriff Coe about Millie on that visit, too. He said he was working around the clock on the case, but I knew he was lying. I could see in his eyes that it didn’t matter to him. He’d already written her off because he thought she was most likely a worthless runaway. Or if somebody had hurt her, I knew he thought she’d had it coming.” 
Vicky let out a staggered breath. 
“They didn’t care about what happened to Millie. But when Laura went missing, you couldn’t throw a stone without seeing a picture of her all over the news. Because she was middle class, white, blonde, and pretty. And when a pretty blonde woman goes missing, you always hear about it.”
I closed my eyes for a moment, hearing the raw pain in Vicky’s voice as she spoke.
Racism came in many ugly forms and guises, and it was a shameful truth that this very thing had played itself out in thousands of missing persons cases over the years.
I struggled, trying to come up with something heartfelt to say.
In the end, I could only seem to find four words. Four words that did little good.
“I’m so sorry, Vicky,” I finally said, shaking my head.
“There was just so much more to Millie than what Coe said in there. And I’m not making excuses for her, but we didn’t have it easy growing up. It was hard to come out of that home and not be messed up. Our mom was a real piece of work. She never got what she wanted in life, so she took it out on us. Millie shouldn’t have stolen that money from her, but maybe if I had been in her shoes, I would have done the same thing.”
She wiped at her nose.
“I became a cop because of what happened. Because I never wanted anybody else to go through something like this. To not know what happened? It just… it just kills you.”
The words lingered as a silence settled over the car. I looked out the window at the stark trees passing by in the mist.
Vicky glanced up in the rearview mirror for a long moment at the car behind us. The driver had hit their brights for a second by accident, catching the lieutenant’s attention.
Vicky fixed her eyes back on the highway, wiping at her cheeks.
She cleared her throat and took in a deep breath. 
“Anyway, thanks for seeing Sully with me today, Cin. And for being so brave. Maybe this is the lead that we’ve been looking for.”
I smiled, glancing over at her.
“I hope so, Vicky.”
But as I said it, my stomach was twisting up in knots, thinking about the name that Sully Coe had given us.
On one hand, I hoped that it would lead somewhere for Vicky’s sake.
But on the other, I prayed that it didn’t. That it was all a mistake somehow. That—
The car jolted forward unexpectedly.
A split second later, it was completely out of control. 
I didn’t even have time to gasp.
Or to scream.
 
Everything became a hard blur of trees and screeching tires.
 
 



 
 
Chapter 45
 
When I opened my eyes again, the car was making a strange noise, and a white, foul-smelling smoke was coming from the hood.
What was left of the hood, anyway. It was mangled around the trunk of a ponderosa pine, the driver’s side taking the majority of the damage. 
I looked over at the driver’s seat.
Panic ricocheted through me like a stray bullet.
A stream of blood trickled down the side of her face.
“Vicky!? Oh my God. Vicky, wake up! Wake up!”
I held my breath, the smell of smoke flooding my nostrils.
She wasn’t moving.
I grabbed her shoulder, shaking it.
“Vicky!” I yelled.
I watched. 
Hoping.
Praying.
Her eyelids fluttered suddenly and there was a low groan of pain. 
Relief flooded my body. 
I jumped into action, unbuckling my seat belt and tugging at hers.
“That car…” she mumbled groggily. “That car… it was…”
But we had no time for talking now.
“We have to get out of here,” I said through clenched teeth. “Right now.”
I got her seatbelt unbuckled and I pushed open the passenger’s door. I got out, noticing that more smoke plumes were streaming from the hood than before. 
And now I could see, too, that there was no way Vicky could get out on her side – the driver’s door was completely twisted and blocked by the tree.
She would have to come out the passenger’s side.
I reached back in, grabbing her arms.
“C’mon, Vicky.”
She cried out in pain as I tugged hard.
I had no idea how badly she was injured. And I knew that you were never supposed to move someone with a head injury.
But it seemed that there was no choice.
I pulled harder. She moved her legs sluggishly over the middle seat, her voice coming out in a groggy wail as she did. 
Maybe it was the intensity of the moment or the fear of what would happen if we didn’t get away from the car.
But I grabbed Vicky then with a strength I didn’t know that I possessed. I pulled her across the seat and down onto the ground. Then I gripped her hands and pulled her up, practically dragging her from the accident site and toward the highway. 
“That car, Cin…” she mumbled. “That car, it was—”
Vicky didn’t get to finish her sentence. 
 
Moments later, a fiery explosion ripped through the fog.
 
Chapter 46
 
“It wasn’t any accident, Daniel. I know it. We were targeted out there today.” 
I sat at the kitchen table, trying to steady my trembling hands by gripping the ceramic mug of hot tea. 
A shudder kept echoing through my body, and I couldn’t seem to stay still.
Daniel held me through the tremors. 
He’d hardly let me go since arriving at the scene of the crash hours earlier. When he’d seen what was left of Vicky’s SUV, the look on his face had said it all.
It had been a look of pure shock. 
“It wasn’t an accident,” I said again through chattering teeth.
“It’s okay, Cin. It’s okay.” 
After the paramedics arrived, they had inspected me, finding that I’d sustained a few bruises on the right side of my body. Thankfully, nothing was broken and I didn’t need to go to the hospital. 
Vicky hadn’t been as lucky.
They’d taken her by ambulance, and we’d followed behind in Daniel’s cruiser. It took several hours of sitting outside the ER before anybody could tell us how bad she was hurt. 
She’d broken several ribs and had significant lacerations on her left leg. But the thing the doctors were most concerned about was the head injury. During the crash, she’d hit her head hard against the driver’s side window. The doctors were concerned about swelling and brain damage, and they had told us that surgery was a possibility.
I didn’t want to leave the hospital that night. I wanted to stay so Vicky would know that we were there for her. That she wasn’t alone. 
But Daniel said there was nothing we could do for her on our end. And that I’d been through some trauma of my own and I needed to rest.
Daniel promised that we’d go back first thing in the morning to check on her.
“Cin?”
I looked up at him, realizing that this wasn’t the first time he’d said my name, trying to get my attention.
“Is the Tylenol kicking in?” he repeated in a gentle tone.
I bit my lip, fighting off another round of shivers. 
“That car had been behind us for a while,” I said, staring down at the wooden table. “I remember. Like maybe it had been following us. It was a minivan of some sort. Vicky saw it, too. She said…”
I closed my eyes, thinking of how she wailed as I was pulling her out of the smoking car. 
Thinking of that bright blood trickling down her temple. 
“She must have seen the driver,” I said in a shaky voice. “She looked back once when the car flashed its brights. She must know…”
Daniel nodded. 
“We’re working round the clock on it, Cin. We’ll get the person who did this. I promise. Just try… try not to think about it so much right now.” 
But I couldn’t stop. 
“It has to be connected to the case. No way was it random, Daniel. No way was it…”
I suddenly realized that tears were streaming down my face.
Daniel held me tighter, making a shushing noise.
“We’ll figure it all out tomorrow,” he said. “But you need rest now.”
He looked down at me, biting his lip and brushing away the tears from my cheeks. 
“I was so scared, Cin. When Billy called and told me that there’d been an accident, I...”
He trailed off, his voice growing shaky.
“I should have been there with you today. If I had, then maybe this wouldn’t have—”
I shook my head.
“It wouldn’t have mattered. You couldn’t have stopped it.”
I gazed up into his eyes as another tremor worked its way through my body. 
“Daniel?” 
He looked down at me.
 
“We have to find out who hurt those girls.”
 



 
 
Chapter 47
 
I kept the shop closed the next day.
All morning, my phone had been ringing. Everyone had heard about the accident and was worried sick about me. Warren and Aileen had been over at the house first thing in the morning, along with Kara and Laila. Tiana and Tobias had stopped by, too, bringing pastries and coffee.
It was a nice feeling knowing that I had so many people who cared about me. But I couldn’t help think about Vicky, lying in that hospital bed – no real family to speak of to worry about her.
Her only family was the Sheriff’s Department – and Daniel, Billy, Owen, and Trumbow had taken shifts staying at the hospital with her, despite the fact that she wasn’t awake to know. The doctors had put her into a coma in an attempt to offset any brain swelling that might occur.
In the dim light of yet another foggy day, it was hard to believe that any of it was real – that last night had actually happened.
That somebody had actually followed us and run our car off the road.
But when I looked in the mirror that morning, the proof that it had happened was written on my right arm and leg in the form of purple and blue welts. 
I stayed in the bathroom that morning for a long time, staring at those bruises and thinking. 
Something had come to me last night. 
We’d been run off the road – targeted – for a reason. 
We had to be close to finding something important out in the missing women’s case.
And what was more – it proved something else. 
The person who knew what happened to those two women 25 years ago was still here in Central Oregon. 
Still doing damage. 
Still hurting people. 
 
That was why instead of staying home that day and resting the way I should have, I bundled up and headed over to the repair shop with Daniel to follow the only lead we had.
 



 
 
Chapter 48
 
“Geez, Cin! You okay, honey? I just heard about the accident. I can’t believe you’re here talking to me now.”
Marty Higgins leaned over the counter of Higgins Repair, smiling his big, generous trademark smile at me.
Meanwhile, I felt like I’d just eaten a bag of rocks. 
Marty didn’t seem to notice the seriousness in my face.
“And what about that lady lieutenant?” he said, a deep line of concern running between his brows. “I heard she was in the hospital. Is she going to be okay?”
I’d known Marty Higgins for so long now. He was the kind of man who could light up a room with one of his smiles. The kind of man you felt safe around.
A genuinely good man.
Or so I had thought.
When I didn’t answer right away, Marty turned his attention to Daniel standing next to me.
“Cin must have given you quite the scare, huh, Sheriff? I tell you, this freezing fog makes driving hell sometimes. Once, about ten years ago, I was driving that same stretch of highway. An elderly fella out in Pine Grove needed his heater repaired. I was on my way back home in the dark when that freezing fog came rolling in out of nowhere. Before I knew it, my truck was fishtailing all over the road like—”
“It wasn’t any freezing fog, Marty,” I said in a choked voice. “What happened wasn’t an accident.”
I studied Marty’s face for a reaction to that.
He peered back at me, looking a little puzzled by the sharpness in my tone.
“Oh…” he mumbled. “But if it wasn’t an accident, Cin, then what—”
Daniel cleared his throat loudly. 
“We need to talk to you, Marty. And we need to take a look at your car.”
Marty looked shell-shocked. 
Like somebody had just sucker punched him.  
“Aw, geez, Sheriff… What’s this all about?”
 
“Amelia Delgado,” I said. “And Laura Baynes.” 
Something flashed in Marty’s eyes at the mention of their names.
And I suddenly knew that Sully hadn’t made a mistake.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 49
 
“Look, I told Sheriff Coe back then, and I’m telling you now – I did nothing to those girls. And I didn’t do anything wrong. All I did was show up for work those days. Is that a crime?”
We were sitting in the office of Marty Higgins’ small repair shop. Marty leaned back in his chair and ran a hand through his graying hair. 
He looked nervous.
I couldn’t remember ever seeing him look like this. Not even during the big storm that hit Christmas River during the Chocolate Championship Showdown a year earlier, when we were all trapped in the auditorium together.
“I’m sorry about what happened to them,” he continued. “I was then, and I still am today. But I didn’t have any part in it.”
“What do you think happened to them?” Daniel asked.
Marty fell silent, not looking at either one of us.
“Something bad,” he finally said. “That’s what usually happens to people who disappear, isn’t it?”
Marty furrowed his brow, looking over at me.
“Look, Cin. You’ve known me for decades now. Do you really think I’d be capable of doing something like that?”
I swallowed hard.
This wasn’t easy. I’d considered Marty to be a good friend for a long time.
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t. But we have to ask, Marty. We have to make sure.”
He let out a long, slow breath, looking up at the ceiling.
“Tell us everything from that day in February of 1993, Marty,” Daniel said, taking off his hat. “Everything you can remember the day Amelia Delgado went missing.”
The big man paused again.
“I don’t have to do this,” he finally said. “I don’t have to answer any of your questions. And I don’t have to let you look at my car without a warrant.”
“You’re right,” Daniel said. “You can call a lawyer, and if you want my advice, that’d be the smart thing to do. But then this questioning would have to be done at the station, and it might cause more problems for you, Marty.”
The handyman rubbed his face. He gazed at a small, framed photo on his desk of his wife, Iggy.
Then he let out a long sigh. 
“After I graduated high school, I worked as a gas attendant at the Chevron station right across the street from The Marionberry Truck Stop Diner. I’m the first to admit that I wasn’t any boy scout in those days. I was going through a tough time – I was all set to go to college, but then my ma had a stroke. I did what a good son should do and stayed home to take care of her and support the family. Never got to that college and I guess you could say I acted out about it all sometimes. Drinking too much. Raising hell in my off hours… But I never did anything that bad. Just stupid stuff mostly.”
He stared out the window.
“The local law enforcement and I weren’t exactly simpatico on account of my behavior. Sheriff Sullivan Coe was a hard lined son of a gun, and I guess I rubbed him the wrong way. There was a string of shoplifting crimes at some of the local businesses that year, and Sully picked me up, kept me in lock-up, and interrogated me for a full 48 hours about it just for kicks. And when they arrested the real shoplifter, I didn’t even get so much as an apology from that bastard.”
Marty drew in a deep breath.
“The day Ms. Delgado went missing, I was working at the gas station as usual. Pumping gas, going about my day. It was about 11 in the morning when that Greyhound bus pulled up into the diner parking lot. Those buses came through three times a day, and there wasn’t anything unusual about that. But I noticed this girl get off and go over to a picnic table in the woods behind the restaurant.”
Marty wasn’t looking at us as he spoke, his eyes now glued to the photo of his wife on his desk. 
“She was pretty. And even though I was across the street, I could see that there was something about her that was sort of… I don’t know… sad.
“I went over there because I wanted to talk to her. I was a 19-year-old kid seeing a pretty girl. I wasn’t some psychopath wanting to hurt her, the way Sully tried to make me out to be. I knew she’d probably be back on the bus in a few minutes anyway. I just… I wanted to talk to her.
“So I went over and I saw that she had a cigarette and was looking for a light. I had one. We shared a cigarette. She told me she was headed to Boise. I told her she was the prettiest girl I’d ever seen. She laughed about that.”
Marty paused, his lips turning up a little bit at the memory. 
“She told me she had to get back on the bus. I had to get back to work, anyway. So I said so long and that I hoped to see her when she passed through Christmas River again.”
Marty gazed up at us suddenly. 
“And that was it. That was all there was to it. A young, dumb kid going over to see a pretty girl. A few weeks later, Sheriff Sully Coe picks me up. I thought it was for another shoplifting thing. But it wasn’t. It was about the girl. And before I know it, I’m being made out to be some kind of sadistic psycho killer.”
“What about when the other woman went missing – Laura Baynes. Where were you a year later on the day she disappeared?” Daniel asked. 
Marty shook his head emphatically.
“Just pumping gas like usual. I didn’t even see her get off the bus. My co-workers vouched that I’d been working a long shift that morning and I didn’t once leave for even a break. Some of ‘em are still around Christmas River if you want to confirm that, Sheriff.” 
Daniel nodded.
“We talked to Sully in prison yesterday,” I said.
Marty leaned back in his chair, shaking his head.
“Right where he belongs, too,” he said bitterly. “You know, he had the whole town fooled for years. But I always knew. I always knew he wasn’t a good guy. He would have tried to pin this whole thing on me if he could have made it stick.”
“He said that you were hiding something when they questioned you,” I said, my voice shaking slightly. “He said you knew more than you told him.”
Marty scoffed.
“You’re really going to believe him, Cin? After your history? You should know better than anybody else what he’s made of.”
Marty gave me a hard gaze when I didn’t answer.
Then he shook his head. 
“Jeez. I guess you really can’t tell who your friends are these days.” 
The words cut deep, even though I knew he might have been justified in saying them.
I wasn’t being much of a friend here. 
But if there was one thing I’d learned over the years, it was that you could never know someone completely. You might be friends with them, think you know everything there is to know about them, but they could easily be hiding a whole host of dark secrets.
I hoped Marty didn’t have any of those and that he really was telling the truth – that it was just an innocent moment shared between two strangers that day.
But I couldn’t be sure.
“So that’s all there is to the story?” Daniel asked. “There’s nothing more?”
“I told Sully, just like I’m telling you. I didn’t do anything wrong that day. I was just a stupid redneck kid trying to talk to a pretty girl. That was all.”
Daniel stared at Marty for a long, long moment. One of those razor sharp gazes of his that made plenty of criminals shudder in his time. 
“Why do you think Sully thought you were hiding something?” he asked.
Marty lifted his hands up in the air.
“Hell, I told you. That bastard had it out for me. I was an easy target and he was looking for an open and shut case.”
Daniel looked out the small office window for a second, deep in thought. 
“All right, Marty. With your permission, I’d like to have my deputies check your car now to rule you out as a suspect in the hit and run yesterday.”
Marty’s eyes widened for a split second. Then, in one angry motion, he opened up the drawer of his desk and fished out his car keys. He tossed them at Daniel.
“Go ahead. My truck’s the red one out front three cars from the left. And if you’re wondering – which I’m sure that you are – I was out in Redmond the whole day yesterday fixing Mrs. Ruth Toffler’s water heater.”
Marty looked at me, his eyes filled with hurt. 
“I’d never harm you, Cin. How could you ever think that?”
I bit my lip, feeling a wave of guilt rush over me.
I felt like a bona-fide backstabber.
And more than that, I couldn’t see how our friendship would be able to weather this storm.
Daniel stood up, taking the keys.
He appeared stoic and unmoved by anything that Marty was trying to lay at our feet. 
“Do you know who that lieutenant who got hurt yesterday is?” he asked.
Marty furrowed his brow.
“She’s Amelia Delgado’s sister,” Daniel said after a long pause. “Her name’s Vicky. And she’s been trying to find out what happened to her sister for quite some time now.”
And that’s when I saw it.
It was for just a split second. A fleeting split second that I might have easily missed if I’d blinked.
But I didn’t blink, and I didn’t miss it.
A look of guilt flashed across Marty’s eyes.
Then receded into nothing.
“Well, I hope she finds out what happened to her,” Marty said, clearing his throat. “Truly, I do. But I didn’t do anything wrong.”
Daniel placed his hat back on his head, and I took it as a cue that the interview was over.
I stood up.
“Thanks for your time, Marty, and for your cooperation,” Daniel said. “We’ll be in touch.”
 
Marty Higgins didn’t say anything as we left his shop.
 



 
 
Chapter 50
 
I sat at the window of Daniel’s office, sipping hot coffee from a paper cup, watching delicate flakes of snow drift down from the sky.
On the way back from visiting Vicky in the hospital – she was still unconscious – we’d had the local news radio on. Rex’s voice came in over the speaker, telling us that Christmas River could expect a few light flurries this afternoon and into the evening. He predicted the roads might get slick, but that the accumulation would be minimal.
Normally, I liked watching this kind of snow coming down from the skies. I always thought of it as snow globe flurries. Delicate and well-meaning. But today, I was having a hard time enjoying much of anything.
Talking to Marty Higgins hadn’t helped us get anywhere and had possibly ruined my friendship with him – something that wasn’t sitting too well with me. I had hoped he would have seen the necessity of the situation, but I didn’t think he had. He was obviously very hurt by our questioning. And I had a feeling that when it came to Marty, I’d burned a bridge that couldn’t be repaired.
I felt bad about it all.
Really bad.
But maybe I would have felt even worse if I didn’t believe that he was indeed hiding something.
I’d seen guilt in Marty’s eyes when Daniel mentioned Vicky being Amelia’s sister.
Guilt that had no business being there if Marty was innocent the way he said he was.
He might not have been the one who ran us off the road the day before, but Sully had been right – there was something Marty wasn’t saying. 
Something important. 
“Found him,” Daniel said, looking up from his computer, jarring me from my thoughts. “Benjamin Smith. Eugene, Oregon.”
I sat up in my chair.
After coming back from the hospital, Daniel had been poring over the first victim’s case file – Laura Baynes. Though Sully had suggested the two cases might not actually be related, the way he had once thought, the Baynes file was more complete and Daniel still thought one could help with the other. Additionally, Vicky had been doing some investigating of her own of Laura’s disappearance, and had left a detailed overview of her findings. She’d visited Laura’s husband – Philip Smith – several times to see if he could add anything to the narrative all these years later. The man, however, refused to talk to her. He told her he’d remarried and moved on with his life, and wasn’t interested in pursuing his first wife’s case any further.
In Vicky’s notes, she said she’d been trying to track down Laura’s son, who had been seven years old at the time of his mom’s disappearance. Though he’d been young, Daniel agreed that talking to him might yield something the initial investigators missed.
There were hundreds of Ben Smiths out there, so it had been a process of finding the right one to talk to. 
“He’s got a pretty clean record,” Daniel said, staring at his computer screen. “A couple parking tickets, nothing major.”
A couple moments passed by while Daniel studied something on his screen.
“He’s a middle school teacher.” 
Daniel glanced at his watch. 
“School should be just about out now.”
He picked the phone up off his desk and began hitting some of the number pads. 
“Are you calling him now?” I asked.
“I don’t think we have any time to lose. Don’t you think?”
I nodded, standing up and dragging the chair over to his desk.
 
***
 
“Look, my dad talked to that lady cop already,” the man’s voice cracked over the speaker. “He didn’t have anything to say and neither do I. And you have no right calling me here at my place of work.”
It was hard conducting a phone interview – a lot harder than I would have thought. It was much more difficult to gain a person’s trust, to convince them to talk to you. And you also could miss out on subtle body language cues that would help you analyze the situation better.
But Daniel was doing his best, despite it.
“I know this must be difficult, Benjamin,” Daniel said.“But I know that deep down, you must care about finding out what happened to her. I know you must want some answers, the way anybody in your shoes would—”
“You don’t know the first thing about me or what I want. And I’m pretty damn sure you don’t have any of those answers. None of you cops ever do.”
The voice cracked with equal parts anger and vulnerability. 
“I understand the police have failed your family,” Daniel said. “But this isn’t just about your mom. There are other people looking for closure, too. People who have lost someone.”
The other side of the line remained silent.
“People who are suffering, too. Now, I know I might not be the one to solve your mom’s case. I’m not promising you anything. But I will tell you that to me – it’s not just a cold case. I’m doing everything in my power to—”
“I’ve forgotten what she looks like,” Benjamin said, his voice cracking again. 
There was a long pause then. 
I raised my eyebrows at Daniel. 
“Those pictures they showed all over the news every night?” Ben said. “That’s all I can remember of her. Those photos that people put on shirts. Pictures where she looked so beautiful and happy. Those are the only images I have of her now.”
Even though we were talking on the phone, the two-plus decades of pain and hurt in the man’s voice carried through. 
It was hard to hear. 
I couldn’t imagine what Laura’s son must have been through.
I couldn’t imagine—
“Those images almost make me forget the way she really was,” he said.
Something sparked in Daniel’s eyes.
He leaned forward in his chair.
“What do you mean by that, Benjamin?”
There was a staggered breath from the other side.
“I mean she wasn’t like that,” he said. “The media portrayed her as some sort of saint. Just a beautiful, innocent young woman who vanished off the face of the earth. But… but that’s not how she was.”
“How was she?” Daniel asked. 
There was a long pause.
“Cruel,” Benjamin finally said in a quiet voice.
I felt my eyes widen, and I looked over at Daniel again.
“My dad had two jobs and worked hard to keep us happy, but she treated him like gum on the bottom of her shoe. I was only seven when she went missing, but even then, I knew that she never wanted me. She told me I was an accident and…”
His voice wobbled.
I gulped hard, feeling the hairs on the back of my neck stand up as he continued. 
“I never told anybody. Not even my dad. But the months before she disappeared, I’d get home from school sometimes, and she wouldn’t be there. She’d come home right before dad got back from work, reeking of… I didn’t know what it was at the time. But when I got older, I recognized it. It was cologne. She smelled of cologne.”
“Did you ever tell the police about any of this, Benjamin?” Daniel asked.
“No,” he said in a weak voice. “I told you – I didn’t even tell my dad. I knew it would only hurt him. And she’s already hurt him enough.”
“Do you think she was having an affair?” 
There was a long pause from the other side, and for a moment, I thought that Benjamin had hung up.
“The morning that she left? I could tell by the way she was packing that she was leaving us for good. She told me she was going to see a girlfriend in Eastern Oregon. Left a note for my dad and everything. But I knew there was more to it than that. I knew…”
His voice cut out.
I glanced over at Daniel. His face was fixed in an expression of deep concentration.
“Benjamin, do you—”
“I’m sorry – I really can’t do this.”
A second later, the line went dead.
 



 
 
Chapter 51
 
I quietly unlocked the back door of the pie shop kitchen and walked in, flipping on all the lights. I stamped my boots free of snow, and took off my jacket, tossing it on the counter. I went directly for the coffee pot and began making up an extra strong batch of brew.
Daniel was spending the night outside of Vicky’s room at the hospital. The Sheriff’s deputies were taking shifts in watching over her, just in case whoever ran us off the road decided they wanted to finish the job. I wanted to go and stay with him there, but he’d insisted that I needed a good night’s sleep. He asked Owen to set up watch outside the house to keep an eye on me. 
But of course, like most nights, I couldn’t sleep. Around two or so, I’d finally had enough tossing and turning. I pulled on some jeans, a sweater, grabbed Huckleberry’s leash and went out to the patrol car, telling Owen that I was headed over to the pie shop to work for the next few hours. 
He’d followed me, and even though I’d invited him in for some coffee, he declined, saying that he had the best view of the shop from outside.
I grabbed my apron off the hook and tied it around my waist. I gave Hucks a few good pets on his soft, furry head as he settled into his dog bed in the corner. Then I washed my hands, pulled out some butter and sugar, and got down to business in the form of a batch of Lemon Zinger pies.
I grabbed some sugar and a bowlful of lemons, and began zesting them something fierce. My mind raced almost as fiercly, the way it had been doing since I’d woken up at midnight, wide awake, thinking about Laura Baynes’ son and what he’d said.
After he’d hung up, Daniel had tried to call back several times, but it just kept ringing. It appeared that Ben had said all that he was going to say.
Which was a lot, when it came down to it.
The revelation that Laura might have been having an affair and that she could have run off with her lover shook the whole case to its very foundations in some ways. And in many other ways, it seemed to only add to the mystery.
Because if Laura was running away with her lover, why was she on that bus that day? Was she going somewhere to meet him? Or did it have anything to do with him at all?
Additionally, pictures of Laura Baynes had been plastered on news stations from Portland, Oregon to Portland, Maine. I had to believe that if she had indeed run off with a new man, somebody would have seen her. She wouldn’t have just vanished the way she had. 
I shook my head.
The cases had only gotten more complicated. And the truth felt farther away than ever before. 
The pot of coffee came to a bubbling halt. I abandoned the lemons for a moment, grabbing a big mug, and filling it up. I paused by the window, looking out at the snow dusted trees swaying in a light north wind. I took a sip, resting my free hand in my apron pocket. My fingers grazed a well-worn business card that I didn’t remember putting there.
I took it out of the pocket, bringing it up to the light, recognizing it.
I let out a sigh.
It was a business card for my baking supply company – the one that I had recommended to Frank Longworth the night he came in to feed the sourdough. 
I’d told him I’d give them their number since he was unhappy with his own suppliers. 
I rubbed my face, staring at the business card. 
I hadn’t paid him for the time I’d used his kitchen – it had been an informal agreement, and considering that he’d broken it in such a spectacularly rude way, I wasn’t in any hurry to pay him. 
But a deal was a deal. 
And I was a person of my word. 
I opened a nearby drawer, grabbed my checkbook and a pen, and wrote down a number that seemed fair for the time he’d let me use his kitchen. 
“I’ll be back soon, Hucks,” I said.
Then I set my coffee down, grabbed my coat, and headed back out into the cold night.
 



 
 
Chapter 52
 
I walked quickly down Main Street, nodding at Owen, who was sitting in the Sheriff’s cruiser parked out front of the pie shop, understandably looking a little tired. 
Before leaving, I’d checked the time. It was a quarter after three. Bread bakers had to get started at the crack of dawn, and I knew that if I wanted to avoid Frank, I’d need to drop the check and business card off right away or risk another run-in with the hot-head.
As I walked down the snowy street, I thought about Frank – about the last time I’d been in his kitchen. How he’d actually started making small talk. 
At the time, I thought it was the beginning of a friendly acquaintance. I didn’t think we’d ever be great pals or anything like that. But I knew from experience that sometimes the most ornery people could end up being kind and tender underneath their spiky armor. And that all it took was some persistence and kindness to break through.
I’d been thinking Frank was one of those types.
But I’d been wrong.
There was no softness under the armor. He was rock – through and through. 
I walked along the misty street. Then I cut up between the bread bakery and the toy shop next to it, heading around to the kitchen’s back entrance. 
I stepped up to the door, and was about to wedge the check and business card behind the porch screen, when I stopped.
The lights were on inside, spilling out across the back alley from the small window.  
I’d been too late – Frank was already here.
I muttered something under my breath. Knowing that if he caught me out here behind the shop, he’d probably start yelling again about how I’d left his kitchen a mess.
I started backing away, ready to bolt out of there.  
Frank walked in from the front room, tying a white apron around his waist. He went over to the sourdough crocks, and began adding flour and water to them.
Watching him like that, going about his business, looking non-threatening, I suddenly wondered if maybe there was hope for some reconciliation.
Maybe he had cooled down by now. Maybe he would realize that it was all some sort of misunderstanding. 
Living in a small town, you couldn’t afford to go around holding grudges against someone. I knew I’d eventually run into Frank Longworth one day in the grocery store or on the street, and then things would be awkward. 
I wondered if I should just suck it up and try to bury the hatchet with him tonight. 
Wouldn’t that be easier than trying to avoid him forever?
I drew in a deep breath.
Then, I reached forward, about to knock on the door.
But I stopped suddenly. 
I watched in silence as he went over to one of the natural fire bread-baking ovens, stoking the raging flames that he’d built.
Then I watched as he went over to a drawer in the corner of the kitchen and pulled something out.
Something red.
I felt the air go out of my lungs.
 
Frank Longworth went back over to the oven and tossed the red t-shirt into the fire.
A t-shirt that I’d seen before. 
 
The bandit. 
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 53
 
Within fifteen minutes, the entirety of the Pohly County Sheriff’s office had surrounded the Harvest Bread Bakery. 
I watched in silence from across the street as Owen and Billy brought Frank Longworth out of his own business in handcuffs. 
He hadn’t put up any kind of fight. And as they shuffled him over to and put him in one of the Sheriff’s cruisers, I couldn’t read anything in his blank expression. 
He looked out from the window, his eyes falling on me for a split second as Daniel spoke to Owen for a few minutes.
Hazel eyes. Just like Warren had said. 
Shortly after, the police cruiser pulled away down the street, followed by the other Sheriff’s office vehicles, a parade of flashing lights disappearing in the distance around the bend. 
I felt Daniel’s arm around me, then. 
Owen had called him moments after I’d come running over to the deputy, telling him about the red t-shirt in the fire. 
“Here we’ve been chasing the Booze Bandit all over Central Oregon, and you find him right here in downtown Christmas River. Not a minute from your shop. I ought to give you a job with the department.” 
“There wasn’t anything to it,” I said. “Just the right place at the right time.”
I let out a sigh, gazing at the empty street. 
With all the flashing lights and police cruisers gone, the street was now as dead and silent as before. 
Like nothing happened. 
“Did he say why he did it?” I asked. 
“No. But he did do it, Cin. He confessed right away. We barely even had to ask the question. It was almost as if he was relieved to finally get caught.” 
I supposed it must have been stressful to have the whole county after you like that. 
I rubbed the back of my neck. 
It was a strange feeling to have – especially considering that Frank had robbed my grandfather and hurt me – but I almost felt sorry for him. 
I remembered what we’d been talking about that night when he’d come in to feed the sourdough – he’d been yelling on the phone at his delivery person about a payment that didn’t go through. 
He must have been having money problems. 
Although there were still a few things that weren’t clear to me. 
“What do you think that manifesto was about?” I asked. “The one going on about the evils of the liquor business and how he was going to make things right?”
“I don’t know, but I’m sure it’ll all come out in questioning, Cin. All the reasons why he did what he did.” 
I nodded, biting my lip and staring hard at the cold fog. 
“What are you thinking?” Daniel asked after a while. 
“Why didn’t I recognize him?” I said. “I came face to face with him that night at the brewpub. And this whole time, he was right under my nose. It’s probably why he chewed me out that day and told me I couldn’t use his kitchen anymore. He was probably afraid if I stayed there long enough, I’d recognize him.” 
I shook my head. 
“But why didn’t I?”
It might have been a stupid thing to think – the man, after all, hid his face during the robberies. 
But still… the thought that something had been right under my nose for days and I hadn’t been able to figure it out left me feeling foolish and vulnerable. 
And made me wonder what else I wasn’t seeing in my life. 
Daniel rubbed my shoulder. 
“The important thing is that we got him, Cin.” 
He looked down at me. 
“You got him.” 
I forced a small smile. 
 
I should have been feeling good that I helped solve the Booze Bandit case. 
But for some reason, standing out on the snow-dusted streets that night, I just didn’t. 
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 54
 
I walked down the linoleum hallway of the hospital, passing a desk where an exhausted-looking young nurse sat. She took a long, slow sip from a coffee thermos, doing her best to keep her eyes open.
I knew something about how she felt. 
After Frank Longworth was arrested, Daniel had driven me and Hucks home. I’d gotten back into bed, but had been unable to sleep a wink. All I could do was stare up at the ceiling and wonder if the fog of this February would ever lift. 
It was now late morning, and the sleepless night was starting to catch up with me as I shambled down the hall of the intensive care unit. 
I gripped the bouquet of white daisies that I’d bought downstairs at the gift shop and stopped just short of her door, taking in a deep breath.
I steeled myself and remembered that I had to smile and keep an upbeat attitude in there. Otherwise, I knew it was only going to make Vicky feel worse.
A moment later, I walked through the door with a big phony smile on my face. Trumbow was in a chair across the room, doing a crossword puzzle – every other deputy in the Pohly County Sheriff’s Office was either doing paperwork on the Booze Bandit case or following leads in our hit and run. 
I nodded at the deputy and he nodded back before returning his attention to his mostly-blank crossword puzzle. 
I forced my attention back to her, keeping the smile plastered on my face. 
“I’m so glad you’re awake Vicky. We’ve all been so worried about you.”
Her eyes sluggishly moved in my direction. 
They must have had her on all sorts of drugs, and I couldn’t tell if she recognized me or not.
But despite the way she looked, Vicky was making good progress. The doctors had taken her out of the medically induced coma, and they believed there was no brain damage. 
I placed the white daisies on the side table and cleared my throat.
“Do you remember what happened, Vicky? What happened the other night when we were driving back to Christmas River?”
Those empty eyes of hers stared out into nothing. 
“The… the accident.”
Her voice came out like air through a cracked flute.
But what she’d said was promising.
I nodded.
“You were hurt,” I said. “But you’re going to be okay.”
I reached forward, gently patting her hand. 
“And we’re all so thankful for that, Vicky. We—”
“I saw her.”
She said it in a quiet tone devoid of any emotion. 
My heart skipped a beat. 
Because I knew exactly what she meant. 
And more than that, it had been what I’d been hoping for. 
“The woman.In the car behind us. The one who hit us,” she whispered. “I saw her face.”
Vicky suddenly reached over, squeezing my arm hard.
“Cinnamon – I think I’ve seen her before. Somewhere in town, maybe. She looked so—”
I glanced over at Trumbow. He was leaning forward in his chair now, having set the newspaper aside. He listened intently. 
“Where did you see her?” I asked. “Who is she?”
Vicky stared up at the ceiling, letting go of my arm.
“I don’t know,” she said. “I…”
She trailed off. 
A moment later, fat tears flowed over the rims of her eyes. Her body began trembling, and she started sobbing.
I bit my lip.
I imagined all of this was a lot to take on in her weak state. 
“It’s okay, Vicky,” I said, patting her hand reassuringly again. “You’re going to be fine. We’re all here for you. You just have to focus on getting better. You have to focus on healing. That’s the most important thing right now—”
“No,” she said, shaking her head emphatically. “No. I need to find that woman. She knows what happened to Millie. She knows, Cinnamon. She knows! She—”
 
Vicky started sobbing again and muttering things that didn’t make sense.
 



 
 
Chapter 55
 
“Vicky’s sleeping now,” I said. “But the nurse said she’ll be back in an hour to give her some more meds. She’ll have to wake her up and said you can talk then.”
“How’d she seem?” Daniel asked, a deeply concerned expression on his face. 
“Fragile,” I said. “She wasn’t making a lot of sense at the end. I think it was the medication they have her on.” 
He nodded, peering through the glass into her room.  
“I’m gonna call the station’s sketch artist and see if she can get down here today,” Daniel said. “When Vicky wakes up, maybe she’ll be able to describe the woman who hit you guys.” 
I bit my lip, following Daniel’s gaze and looking at how frail Vicky seemed lying there, attached to all sorts of tubes and equipment.
I knew time was of the essence here, but part of me wondered if that was the best idea.
Vicky wasn’t in a good place. And I wasn’t sure if she’d be up for reliving the accident with a police sketch artist. 
I was also worried about her getting her hopes up. Even if we did find the woman who had hit us, it didn’t necessarily mean that it would lead to finding out what happened to Amelia.
“You look tired, Cin,” Daniel said, suddenly turning his attention to me. “I don’t blame you after last night. Want me to drive you back home so you can get some rest?”
I shook my head. 
I might have been exhausted, but I knew sleep wasn’t going to come to me. 
It was the middle of the day and I was still way too jittery from everything that had happened in the last 24 hours. 
Anyway, I knew there was only one thing that would help calm my nerves now. 
“Thanks, Daniel,” I said. “But I’ll feel best working at the shop today.”  
“You sure?” 
I nodded, then squeezed his hand before leaving. 
 
I’d been through a lot in the past few days. 
But when it came down to it, I was still the same old pie baker who worked her demons out best with a rolling pin and some pie dough.
 
 



 
 
Chapter 56
 
“I tell you, Cinny Bee – I know I ought to feel better that the Booze Bandit was caught,” Warren said, digging into the rather large slice Banana Mocha Cream Pie that I’d just doled out on a plate for him. “But I still feel… what’s the word… unsettled.”
Warren chewed for a while before saying anything else. 
I was right in the middle of making a batch of Pear Cream Cheese Hazelnut pies. The pie variety was more fall than February. But it featured some of the most comforting flavors known to pastry. And once they were baked and properly chilled, I had plans of cutting myself a big slice and stuffing my face with it. 
Warren scratched the scruff on his chin. 
“I just wish this Longworth fella would explain more about why he singled out my brewpub to rob,” Warren continued. “He seemed like a real you-know-what that day he came in here yellin’ at ya. But I didn’t peg him as an extremist. More as just a grumpy middle-aged man.” 
That had been my assessment, too. 
Warren rubbed his face, looking out the window.
“Gollee, it’s been a bizarre week. How are you holding up, Cinny Bee? You still doing okay?”
I’d been getting that question a lot lately from the old man, and I hated that I’d been making him worry so much. 
I nodded as I feverishly rolled out the buttery hazelnut pie dough. 
“Yeah, I’m okay,” I said. 
Though truthfully, as I said it, I wasn’t one-hundred percent sure about that. 
Something about seeing Vicky earlier in the hospital had really shaken me. 
As if sensing my troubled mind, Warren cleared his throat, setting his fork down on the kitchen butcher block.
“Well, just think about all that fun you’re going to be having in Ireland soon, Cinny Bee. Before you know it, you’ll be out of here on that plane, flying over all that blue water and—”
Just then, my phone let out a long, low buzz from the front pocket of my apron.
I was happy to see that it was a local number. I hesitated before answering, looking at Warren – not wanting to be one of the distracted phone-glued doofuses he was talking about the other day. 
“Go ahead, Cinny Bee. I don’t mind.” 
I smiled, then brought the phone to my ear. 
“Hello?” 
“Hey there, sweetie pie.”
I furrowed my brow, unable to place the voice.
Or who would call me “sweetie pie.”
“Uh, who is this—”
“Oh, c’mon, Cin. We have to go through this every time I call. Don’t you remember what your crush’s voice sounds like?”
“Oh. Hi, Rex,” I mumbled, looking over at Warren.
The old man rolled his eyes, shaking his head. 
“Say… I was calling because I heard about your car accident the other day. I wanted to make sure you were doing all right.”
I smiled slightly.
“That’s nice of you, Rex. I’m hanging in.”
There was a pause before he spoke again.
“I, uh, I wanted to also see if you guys have made any headway with the Greyhound Girls,” he said. “A little birdy told me you were making new inquiries about it. And I…”
A big sigh crackled from the other side of the line.
“I know I should just let it go, Cinnamon. But I can’t. All these years later, it still haunts me.” 
I lowered my voice and headed over to the window.
I thought about telling him what we’d found out from talking to Laura Baynes’ son. 
And about what Sully had said at the prison. 
But then I looked back over at Warren, and I realized now wasn’t the time to talk about this.
“I know how much it all means to you, Rex. And I promise – when the Sheriff’s Office has new things to share in the cases, I’ll make sure Daniel sets a meeting with you. We’ll keep you updated.” 
There was another long pause, and for a split second, I could have sworn I heard Rex snivel as if he was getting emotional. 
“I’m sorry to be making such a fool of myself,” he said. 
He cleared his throat. 
“That would be… that would be real nice, Cin. Does Sheriff Brightman have my assistant’s number?” 
“No, but I do and I’ll be sure to pass it along.”
He cleared his throat. 
“Thanks a bunch, Cin. You keep feeling good, honey. Once you feel 100 percent, ol’ Rex will take you out on another date. To somewhere fancy this time.”
He laughed heartily, switching back to his hammy weatherman persona in one second flat. 
“Bye, Rex. I’ll have Daniel call soon.”
“Thanks, Cin.”
I hung up, sliding the phone into my pocket and going back over to the pie dough I’d been working on.
“That ol’ Rex better stop calling you,” Warren said, folding up the newspaper he’d been reading. “That wife of his is going to catch on and make him pay.”
“He doesn’t mean anything by it.”
“I know that,” Warren said. “But don’t expect Suzy Dawson to understand. She’s got a history of throwing jealous fits. She got one of the lady co-anchors at the station fired a while back because she thought Rex had a thing for her. Then she made Rex volunteer at their church every Friday and Saturday night for the next year as penitence.”
“Really? How come I never heard about that?”
I’d only met Suzy Dawson a couple of times at events thrown by Jo Pugmire, the mayor’s wife. Suzy was a city council member and life-long vegan, which meant we didn’t exactly travel in the same circles. 
Warren shrugged.
“It was a little before your time, I suppose.”
Warren finished off the last bite of pie and pushed the plate away in front of him.
“Anyway, I’d say if Rex calls again, you best not answer. No need getting Suzy all riled up for no good reason. It’ll only cause trouble.”
Warren let out a chuckle.
“I doubt she would have let Rex host that bachelor’s auction if she thought there was any chance he’d get a date himself. He probably never told her about you two getting brunch the other day.”
Warren shook his head in amusement. 
“The way some people live their lives.”
His eyes drifted over to the tin of remaining banana mocha pie sitting on the far counter. 
“But then, maybe I ain’t one to talk,” Warren continued. “Aileen doesn’t know I’m over here sneaking some delicious pie. She probably wouldn’t approve of me eating two slices of this here banana mocha.”
I smiled, taking the not-so-subtle hint. 
A moment later, I was serving him up another slice. 
 
“I guess we all have our secrets,” Warren said, taking up his fork again, a twinkle in his eye.





 
Chapter 57
 
I was locking the front door of the pie shop for the evening when I saw a large figure coming toward me in the mist. 
He walked hard and fast down the empty street, and when I realized that he was heading right for my shop, I felt my stomach lurch forward. 
Normally, the sight of him would have lifted my spirits and put a smile on my face. 
But I didn’t feel that way now. 
In fact, I felt the small fingers of fear begin to wrap around my heart as I watched him. 
He stopped a few yards away from me. 
“Marty,” I said quietly. “What, uh, what can I—”
“I’d like a word, Cin,” he said, digging his hands nervously into the pocket of his work jeans. “And some coffee if you can spare some.” 
I paused for a moment, sizing him up. 
Then I unlocked the door and gestured for him to come in.
As he stepped in the shop, I checked that my phone was still in my pocket. 
 
Just in case.
 



 
 
Chapter 58
 
Marty Higgins went through a cup and a half of coffee before he spoke again. 
When he finally did, he set his fork down and leaned forward across the booth – his piercing blue eyes drilling into me. 
“I’m not a bad a person, Cin,” he said. 
I felt my stomach tighten.  
I wagered that anytime somebody began a sentence with that, what followed wasn’t usually good.
But I still couldn’t wrap my mind around the idea of Marty having a bad bone in his body.
Marty was one of the good ones. One of the few that you could really count on to be fair and honest and kind. 
But the way he was looking now, I knew that I was wrong about at least one of those things.
I gulped hard. 
“I’ll call Daniel,” I said. “He’d probably like to hear this.”
Marty shook his head.
“No. I want you to hear it first. Because we’ve known each other a long, long time. And we’re friends, aren’t we?”
I nodded.
I felt like I’d just been hit in the gut with one of the tools that Marty was always carrying around on his belt. 
He leaned back, sucking in a deep breath.
“I’m a liar,” he said. “I’ve been a liar for a long time now.”
I bit my lip, not sure if I could stand hearing what was to come. 
“But I couldn’t change my story, you see. If I did that, then the police would know that I’d been lying, and they’d think I was guilty of worse things.”
Marty stared down into the steam of his coffee mug. 
“That day in ‘93? I saw her sitting on that picnic bench. I went over to talk to her – not because she was pretty, the way I told the cops. But because even from across the street I could see that she looked scared. Alone. I went over because I thought I could help her somehow...”
He trailed off, then shook his head. 
“She looked like she needed a friend. But I didn’t know what I was getting myself into, Cin. I had no idea how that simple action would affect the rest of my life.”
Marty let out an unsteady breath and paused, as if the words he was looking for weren’t there.
“What happened that day, Marty?” I asked.
He rubbed his beard.
“I just can’t carry this around any longer.”
 
A tear dripped down his cheek.
I felt sick to my stomach seeing it.





 
Chapter 59
 
“Like I said, I was out pumping gas when I saw her over there, sitting on the picnic table. She looked cold and hungry, shaking and dropping her cigarette and shaking some more. I went over to ask if she was okay and if there was anything I could help her with. She asked me if she could get a ride somewhere. My lunch break was coming up anyway, so I told her I’d take her wherever she wanted to go.
“She wanted to go north, so I took her up toward Madras. The whole time, she was trembling. Once, I had to pull over because she needed to throw up. I asked her what was wrong. At first, she wouldn’t tell me. But then I guess as time went by, she thought she could trust me.”
Marty closed his eyes.
My heart was still pounding hard in my chest.
“She said that her name was Millie and that people were after her. She told me she’d worked in a bar in Portland that used to be a front for a big drug kingpin named Jimmy McDaniels. When she first started working there, she didn’t know who he was. She didn’t know that the bar was basically just a front. She got tangled up with him without really knowing what he was capable of. She was… 
Marty let out an unsteady breath. 
“She was pregnant with his child.” 
I held in a gasp, my eyes growing as wide as pies. 
“And she told me that she was leaving him because she found out what a dangerous man he was. And she had to protect her child. She told me that when he found out, he’d come after her. And he’d kill her for leaving him. Because she knew things about Jimmy. Things that could put him away for a long, long time.” 
The room was spinning as my mind ran ahead with the implications of what this meant. 
“I asked her why she didn’t just go to the police. She said that Jimmy McDaniels had the cops in his pocket, and she couldn’t trust anybody. Anybody. All she could do was try to make a run for it and hope that they wouldn’t find her.
“I told her she should go to the police. And that if she didn’t, I would. But she begged me, Cin. Begged me not to tell anybody that I’d seen her or helped her. She said her life and her unborn baby’s life depended on me keeping the secret.”
Marty drew in a deep breath.
“I didn’t feel good about it, but I dropped her off in Madras at another bus station. I bought her a ticket for a bus headed up to Missoula. A few weeks later, Sheriff Sully Coe brought me in for questioning about the disappearance. 
“I thought about telling Sully the truth, but then I thought that if Amelia was right, then whatever I said might get back to Portland PD – to those dirty cops. So I kept quiet. For a while, I actually thought that maybe Amelia was mentally ill and that she’d just gone off her meds or something. I thought about going back and telling Sheriff Coe. But then…”
He trailed off, rubbing his beard some more. 
“About a week after I gave Amelia that ride, these two beefy-looking police officers from the Portland Police Department came to my house and started pounding on my door. I lived with my mom then, and when she asked them for their badges, they pushed her to the ground and barged into the house. They asked me where Amelia was. And I knew then… I knew that every word she’d said was true. And that these cops were working for Jimmy McDaniels.
“I told them I had no idea and all I did was share a cigarette with her at the bus stop. They… they started beating on me, trying to get the truth out.
“But I kept to my story. I knew the lives of Amelia and her baby were at stake.”
Marty gulped hard. 
“In the end I guess I convinced them. I don’t know how – I was so scared, Cin. But they left that day and didn’t bother me again. And when that second woman disappeared a year later and Sully came round to grill me again, I made sure to stick to my story.”
Marty stopped speaking. 
I tried to scrape my jaw up off the ground. 
This was all so unbelievable. 
“Do you think Sully was involved with it?” I asked after a long moment. 
“No. I don’t think he knew anything about Jimmy McDaniels – he was too busy being a lazy sheriff. But I didn’t want to take the chance if he was involved. I never deviated from my story. Even when Amelia’s face went up on all those billboards and her family was in the news. I thought about telling them what really happened, but I didn’t know who could be trusted. And I was still scared, too.”
Marty let out a long, beleaguered breath.
“And that’s the truth of it all, Cin. The whole truth. No more lying.”
Marty Higgins suddenly looked as if a huge weight had been lifted off of his shoulders.
Twenty-five years-worth of weight. 
And meanwhile, I felt a spark of hope deep within me that I hadn’t felt for a long, long time.
If this was all true, then it was possible that Amelia was alive somewhere. 
“Where was Amelia headed?” I asked, feeling my hands tremble. “Do you know?”
“She didn’t tell me, but I always figured she went up to Canada,” he said. “You know, back in the pre-9/11 years, you didn’t need a passport to go there. People passed through the border without any problems, especially at the more rural checkpoints in places like Idaho and Montana. I always figured that’s what she ended up doing.”
Marty paused for a moment. 
“At least, that’s what I hoped for. But I always feared that Jimmy McDaniel’s people caught up to her. They couldn’t afford to have such a big liability out in the world like that. They were ruthless, those people.”
A couple of big tears welled-up in Marty’s eyes, and that spark of hope I felt inside suddenly went out like a flame in a snowstorm.
“Sometimes I wonder if I did the right thing in keeping quiet all these years,” he said. “I know that her family must have suffered so much over the years, and maybe I should have reached out to them. I thought about it so many times. And when you told me it was her sister who got in that crash, I...”
He trailed off, his voice growing wobbly.
“I was just trying to save Amelia and her baby,” he said. “That’s all. I was just trying to protect them.”
A silence fell over the conversation.
“You did all this for a random stranger, Marty?” I finally asked. 
“You know me, Cin. I’ve never believed in that term. Strangers are just people we have yet to befriend.” 
I bit my lip, gazing at the big man for a long, long moment. 
Then I got up and walked around the booth. I leaned in and gave him a hug.
I felt the Marty’s shoulders tremble a little, as if he was fighting back a sob.
I grew a little teary-eyed, too. 
 
Ultimately, I didn’t know if he’d been right in keeping this secret to himself all these years. 
But I did know one thing. 
Marty was the good person I had believed him to be all along.  
 



 
Chapter 60
 
I pulled out the last pan of Vanilla Pudding Berry pies and set them on the marble counter top to cool. 
I turned the oven off, dusted off my hands, and went over to my laptop sitting on the butcher block. I took a seat and gazed at the screen, finding where I’d left off in one of the old archived news stories I’d been reading since Marty’s confession earlier. 
It was the first real breakthrough in Amelia’s case in years, and what was more, it completely obliterated everything that the police and media had believed about the two women’s disappearances. If what Marty said was true, the two cases were more than likely unrelated. And not only that, but one woman – maybe even both, if what Laura Baynes’ son had said was also true – might still be alive somewhere. 
I scrolled through the news story about Jimmy McDaniels, my eyes finally settling on a mug shot of him that had been taken back in 2016 when he was arrested, convicted, and sent to 20 years for drug trafficking.
And even though I knew he was only a photo on the screen, the sight of that mugshot caused me to break out in a series of hard chills.
McDaniels had white hair, empty pale eyes, and a half snarl on his face that was worse than any Pitbull’s. 
He was a dangerous, dangerous man. I didn’t need to read the rest of the news story to realize that, but I did anyway.
According to the article, which had been written at the time of his conviction, Jimmy McDaniels had been a major drug trafficker in the Pacific Northwest for decades. He was also believed to have been responsible for several murders, but authorities were never able to prove it. In the news story, the district attorney was quoted as saying that Jimmy McDaniels was the most dangerous man in the city, and that he deserved much more than the 20-year sentence the judge had given him.
I scrolled down to the end of the story, seeing several blue links with other more recent articles.
I clicked on the one that said “Jimmy McDaniels, noted Portland drug kingpin, dies in prison from heart attack.”
I skimmed the article, which had been published just over a year ago. 
Then I took in a deep breath and gazed out the window at the pea-soup thick fog for a long moment, thinking. 
This was a groundbreaking development in the case, but at the same time, it brought up a host of other questions. Did Amelia get to Canada? Did Jimmy McDaniels ever find her? And if so, what did he do to her? 
And besides bringing up more questions, the development also took what was once a small search area of where she was last seen to one that included more miles of road than I could even figure.
Amelia could have gotten away.
Or Jimmy McDaniels could have gotten her somewhere else.
More possibilities. 
And still no real answers. 
I rubbed my face, closing my computer.
It was late and it had been one heck of an emotional day. I was drained, and I knew I needed to bring the day to a close. 
As soon as the pies cooled enough, I’d toss them in the fridge and head home. 
The thought of going home, slipping on some warm fuzzy socks and PJs, and cuddling up in front of the TV with my two favorite fur balls sounded like heaven to me—
Just then, my phone let out a buzz from the front pocket of my apron. I fished it out, happy to see the name on the screen.
“I’m glad you called. How’s it going over there?”
“Good, Cin. Real good. We just got doing our official interview with Marty. It’s the first real big break in the case in quite some time. It might even draw the attention of some other agencies now. We could get more manpower on this. More media attention, too.” 
“Is Marty doing okay?” I asked.
“He will be, I think. I think that secret’s just been eating away at him all these years. He seemed genuinely relieved to finally tell the truth.”
“Is he going to face any charges? You know, for lying about what he knew?” I asked.
It had been something I’d been worried about since he’d left to go to the Sheriff’s station.
“It’s possible,” Daniel said. “But if what he says is true, it’s hard not to feel sympathetic for the guy. He was just trying to protect Amelia. And he was scared for himself, too. I don’t know if too many people could hold that against him.”
I let out a slow, steady breath.
“You know, this opens up so many more avenues of investigation now. And I think it’s an encouraging development, Cin. Real encouraging.”
“Even with the possibility that Jimmy McDaniels might have found her?” I said. 
“I think it’s better than the alternative that everybody had been thinking all these years. That it was a serial abductor. Now we know that’s not true. And that Amelia lived beyond Christmas River. That’s more hope in both of these cases than anybody has had in a long, long time, Cin.”
I smiled a little, looking out the window at the fog.
“Maybe this will all be like that domino effect you’ve talked about before,” I said. “Everything falling into place now that we’ve figured out one piece of the puzzle.”
“Yeah, maybe, Cin,” he said. “I called, too, to tell you that there’s been another development in the Booze Bandit case.”
“Development?”
“We think that Frank Longworth might not have been acting alone. A few eyewitnesses couldn’t identify Longworth in a police line-up. And from the security footage that we do have, the bandit appears to be of a different build.”
I felt my forehead wrinkle.
“Really?”
“We’re working on identifying who the other accomplice is.”
In the background, I heard the voice of Billy Jasper telling Daniel there was something urgent that needed his attention.
“Sorry, Cin. I better get going here. We might have just gotten a hit on that portrait the sketch artist did from Vicky’s description.”
I felt my heart flutter. 
Dominos, all right. 
It suddenly seemed like we were making progress on all fronts.
“Be careful tonight,” I said. 
“I will,” he said. “I love you, Cin.” 
“Love you, too.”
The line went dead. I placed the phone in my pocket, staring out the window for a long moment.
Longworth had an accomplice?
I didn’t know why, but something about that lingered with me.
I supposed it could be possible. Maybe he’d recruited somebody else to assist him in his antics. Some other vigilante. 
I crossed my arms and stared out the window, thinking for a long while.
Then, I closed my eyes, thinking back to that night at Geronimo. To the moment when I’d reached for the door handle of Warren’s office, pulled back the door and…
The way those arms felt, pushing me to the ground. The flash of hazel eyes just hovering over the folds of the t-shirt. The boots pounding hard and fast against the pub floor as the bandit lit out of there like—
I flipped my eyes open.
Then I let out a scoff in disbelief.
The realization had hit me like a ton of bricks.
“Of course,” I mumbled, shaking my head. “Of course.”
I reached for the phone in my pocket and started dialing Daniel’s number.
The Booze Bandit wasn’t Frank Longworth.
“You’ve reached Sheriff Daniel Brightman with the Pohly County Sheriff’s Office. I’m away from my desk right now, but leave a message with you name and number, and I’ll get back to you.”
“Hey, it’s me. You won’t believe what I just realized about the Booze Bandit—”
The swinging divider door let out a low creak. 
I stopped speaking, lifting my eyes. 
Then, I let out a scream.





 
Chapter 61
 
“Sorry, Daniel. Don’t worry – I’m fine. Just a little too much coffee tonight. I’ll call back in a minute.”
I ended my voicemail message by hanging up the phone. I slid it into my pocket. 
“Thank goodness it’s just you,” I said, looking at her sheepishly. “You scared me half to death.” 
Rex Dawson’s personal assistant gave me a profusely apologetic look.
“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Brightman. The front door was unlocked, but I guess I should have knocked before wandering in here.”
My heart was still racing in my chest like a Kentucky Derby horse.
I must have forgotten to lock the door after Marty left. 
“I’m sorry to drop in on you like this unannounced. But I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t an emergency of sorts.”
I suddenly realized that Roberta was breathless.
“What’s going on?”
“I’m not sure,” she said. “Rex just called me and said that it’s of the utmost urgency that I take you to the news station to talk to him. He said it has to do with that old cold case you were asking him about. He says he found a box of old notes he’d taken back when he was a reporter, and that he found something important that he needs to share with you.”
I felt my eyes bulge as Roberta spoke. 
“Rex sounded a little strange to me when I talked to him,” she continued. “I’m a little worried about him, to be honest, Cinnamon. He seems quite emotional to me.” 
Daniel had always told me that things could happen in cases like this – when one thread began to unravel, it could eventually all come undone in fast succession.
I guess I’d just never been part of one this big to see it happen. 
We were close. I could feel it in my bones. Close to finally figuring out what happened to both women in 1993. 
“He asked me to take you to the news station immediately,” she said.
“Great. I’ll follow you over there.”
I quickly covered the pies with foil and tossed them into the fridge. I slid into my jacket and then turned out all the lights. We walked through the dining room and out into the foggy night. 
A moment later, I was heading over to my car. Roberta made her ways to her minivan, parked next to my Escape. 
I was about to unlock the door when something down the street caught my attention. 
It was dark and misty, but from the glow of the storefront windows and the streetlamps, I could see a woman walking in our direction. 
A woman, about 5’7, thin and lean.
Just like her father.
She was coming from the direction of the bread bakery, and seeing her silhouette in the streetlamps now, I had no doubt.
No doubt whatsoever that she had been the one in the Geronimo Brewpub that night, holding Warren at gunpoint and taking his money. 
No doubt that the angry eyes that flashed as she pushed me to the ground belonged to her.
Frank Longworth wasn’t The Booze Bandit.
His daughter – Spider Longworth – was. 
I thought about running toward her. Confronting her there on the street.
Telling her that I knew the truth. 
 
It was my last thought before a sharp pain exploded at the back of my head. 
 



 
 
Chapter 62
 
“Cin – call me back when you get this. It’s important – it’s about Rex.”
Daniel’s voice came out muffled like it was underwater. I could barely make out of the words, let alone their meaning.
Something felt wet at the back of my head. There was nothing out the windows but a blur of black and blue.
I was in the back of a car – on the spacious floor of what seemed like a minivan. 
A woman was driving, and I could make out the silhouette of her arm holding out a phone. 
My phone. 
I tried to sit up, but when I moved, the pain at the back of my head made me dizzy and sick to my stomach. 
The car slowed, taking a sharp right. 
A moment later, another voicemail was playing over the phone speaker, echoing throughout the car.
“Voicemail message left at 9:43 p.m.”
“Where are you, Cin?”
At the sound of his voice, hot tears flooded my eyes.  
But I held my tongue, keeping silent.
She hung up the phone, tossing it on the empty passenger’s seat like a crumpled piece of trash. 
The van slowed, its brakes squeaking.
A moment later, the engine went dead.





 
Chapter 63
 
I felt lightheaded and woozy. But I forced my legs to move, stumbling along as best I could through the dark woods. 
I really didn’t have any choice. 
I glanced back, the tarnished revolver in her hands dully glowing in the red glow of the misty night. 
“Why… why are you doing this, Roberta?”
The words came out in a shaky whisper above the sound of the rushing river, roaring somewhere in the distance. 
I was injured and I was in pain, but my mind seemed to be working all right. 
I just couldn’t understand. 
Couldn’t understand why we were out here. 
Why she was pointing a gun at me, making me walk.
I thought back to the voicemail message Daniel had left – saying there was something important he needed to tell me. 
About Rex.
“Did Rex put you up to this, Roberta? Did he—”
“He doesn’t know about this,” she said. “He doesn’t know about any of it.” 
Any of it.
Those three words sent chills down my spine, even though I didn’t understand what they represented. 
I kept walking, my feet stumbling along the snowy, uneven ground. I could smell the river in the air, and is roar became louder and louder as we continued along. 
I didn’t know how long we’d been driving for, but I with its rushing water, I had to believe we weren’t too far away from the Christmas River falls. 
I shuddered. 
I couldn’t let her take me there. 
I gulped hard and stopped walking. I turned around to look at her. 
Her face was completely obscured by the dark. 
“Put the gun down, Roberta. We can talk this out—”
“Don’t you see?” she said, her voice taking on a desperate tone. “I’m trying to save him from himself. The way I’ve been trying to do for thirty years now. Ever since he married my sister. It’s not his fault. It’s his nature. But he can’t go around womanizing. He can’t do that to her.”
I felt another shudder work its way through my body. 
“It started with that blonde in Beaverton. He thought he was being so sneaky. He thought he could get away with it.” 
Beaverton…
Oh my god.  
“You’re talking about… You’re talking about Laura,” I whispered. “Laura Baynes?”
Roberta was silent for a long moment after I uttered her name. 
I started shaking violently with chills. 
“You know – I got him that job at the Redmond newspaper,” she said. “He’d just married my sister and needed work. I was the office administrator for the paper, and I got him his first job covering high school sports. He used to travel to the Portland area often to follow the teams. That’s how he met her. During one of those trips.”
I stared at the revolver – its glint just about the only thing I could see. 
“I figured it out when I had to approve some of his reimbursement expenses. I followed him over there, once, to prove it. I saw him and that bimbo, getting dinner at some fancy restaurant. It was such a betrayal, you see. Such an insult. I knew it would break Suzy’s heart if she found out. It would kill her.” 
I shook my head in disbelief, trying to connect the dots as she spoke. 
“I’d read in the paper about the first missing girl at the bus stop the year before. And it came to me how I would get rid of that Beaverton bimbo. I called her one day, telling her that I was Rex’s assistant and that he wanted her to board the 9 a.m. bus to Eastern Oregon and get off in Christmas River to meet him. That it was of the utmost importance that she come.”
A wave of chills ran through me at the familiar phrase she’d just used on me back at the shop.
“And just like I knew she would, she left her son alone and did as I asked. I picked her up from the truck stop that day – a year to the day the Delgado girl went missing. And I told her I was taking her to go see Rex.” 
There was a long silence then that caused my blood to turn to ice.
“Of course, that wasn’t where I took her. I took her here, instead. To the falls. With this same gun.” 
I shut my eyes tight. 
I couldn’t believe it. 
And I felt nauseous. 
“It was so perfect, Cinnamon. Everybody linked her disappearance to the Delgado girl’s. I saved Suzy and Rex’s marriage. And nobody suspected me of a thing.” 
“You…”
I swallowed back some bile.
“Rex… he lied about knowing her…”
“Of course he did,” Suzy said. “It would have been a scandal. And he always had grand ambitions. He wrote about the cases, but never said a peep about knowing Laura. He’s a very good liar, you know. Almost as good as me.” 
Suddenly, I felt the small barrel of the revolver in my rib cage. I let out a sharp gasp. 
“It’s his nature, though,” she said. “To be untrue. That’s why I had to keep my eye on him. Why I took the job as his assistant. I had to make sure he was true. Make sure he didn’t fall for other bimbos. Ones just like you, Cinnamon.” 
I let out another gasp. 
I felt my breathing start to get out of control when she said that.
“What… what are you talking—”
“I’ve seen the way he looks at you,” she said. “I saw you two on that brunch date. I know where it’s leading. He thinks he’s so sneaky, but he’s not. He’s not.” 
She was out of her mind. 
A paranoid lunatic. 
And here I was, out in the woods alone with her. 
She’d gone to such insane lengths to protect her sister. Acting in such a completely maniacal way that—
I suddenly flashed on the Puppy Love event. 
The way she was gazing up at him as he delivered one hammy joke after another. 
The way she’d desperately tried to come to his rescue when nobody would bid on a date with him. 
I gulped hard. 
It was a risk, but the way I saw it, I had no other plan. 
I had to take the chance. 
Nobody knew where I was right now. 
And that waterfall wasn’t far away. 
“You haven’t… you haven’t been trying to protect your sister, Roberta. That’s not what this has been about.” 
She didn’t say anything for a long time. 
But then she finally took the bait. 
“What is it you’re saying?”
I drew in a deep breath. 
“I’m saying that it has nothing to do with Suzy. You’re the one in love with Rex, Roberta. That’s why you’ve done all of this.” 
There was a long pause. 
“No. You don’t know what—”
“You couldn’t stand the thought of him cheating on your sister. Because it made you wonder, didn’t it? Made you wonder why he chose them. And why he never chose you—”
“Stop it.”
I was hitting a nerve now.
I eyed the gun at my ribcage. I could see it shaking slightly.  
“You killed Laura Baynes because you were jealous,” I said. “Because you couldn’t take it. Because—”
“Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!” 
She began raising the gun, aiming it at my chest.
I felt tears in my eyes. 
I was taking a gamble. 
But there was no other choice. 
I reached for the gun’s barrel. 
 
A moment later, the woods were flooded with light. 
 



 
 
Chapter 64
 
“Drop the weapon, Roberta!”
Bright lights suddenly illuminated the fog around us, and for a moment, they completely blinded me. 
“We WILL shoot!” a voice boomed. 
I recognized the voice. 
Relief swept through me. 
I couldn’t understand how they’d found me. 
But at that moment, I didn’t really care. 
I blinked and squinted through the mist. I could see Roberta’s face now. 
She was panic-stricken. Her hand badly shaking as it continued to aim the gun in my direction. 
“There’s no way out of this now,” I rasped. “You have to see that.”
She glared over at me. 
She said nothing. But did nothing either. 
The gun was still aimed dead at my heart. 
I swallowed hard. 
“It’s over, Roberta. It’s done—”
“I’ll shoot her!” she shouted loudly in an emotion-choked voice. “Mark my words, Sheriff, I’ll shoot your wife! I’ll do it! I’ll...”
Maybe I shouldn’t have done what I did next. 
Maybe I should have played the helpless victim. 
But as Roberta talked, I could see it in her eyes.
She knew it was over, too. 
She was finished. 
And whatever twisted reason she’d had for killing Laura Baynes didn’t matter anymore. 
She had to pay for her crime. 
I lunged forward, knocking the gun out of her hand before she knew what was happening. 
Shortly after, an ear-shattering blast echoed through the forest. 
 
I dropped to the ground, covering my head.
 
Screaming. 





 
Chapter 65
 
When I woke up the next morning, I was still in the fog, but a fog of a different sort.
Bits of what happened the night before, like muddied pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, came back to me in flashes. 
The red woods.The sound of my boots against the frozen ground. The pungent smell of Roberta’s perfume hanging in the air as she confessed. 
The tarnished revolver in her hand. 
I looked up. 
Daniel was sitting by the bed, gazing out the window. Gray light streamed into the room. 
He looked tired, and there was a kind of sadness in his eyes. But there was also something like relief there, too. 
He was still wearing the same clothes as the night before, and I gathered that he hadn’t been home yet.
For a few minutes, I didn’t let on that I was awake. I just watched, appreciating everything about him and the moment. The way the sunlight reflected in his pale green eyes. The slope of his nose. The way his hand rested softly on the hat in his lap. 
The way everything just seemed to glow around him. 
I reached over, squeezing his hand.
“Hi.”
My voice came out scratchy and hoarse, and it was only then that I realized how thirsty I was.
When he heard me, his face lit up. 
He pulled his chair closer to the bed, gazing into my eyes.
He brought my hand up to his lips, kissing it.
“Cin.” 
I smiled, the effort causing a sharp pain to reverberate at the back of my head.
“Have you been here all night?” I asked. 
He nodded and reached for a glass of water on the nightstand. He handed it to me and I chugged the whole thing. 
“The old man’s here, too,” Daniel said. “But he just went to go get some coffee. He’ll be back in a minute.”
Daniel peered at me, bringing a hand up to my cheek.
“How are you feeling?”
“Like I got dragged along the tracks for a little bit there,” I said.
“The doc said that’d be normal. They just wanted to keep you overnight to keep an eye on your concussion. Head injuries are serious business.”
I set the empty glass aside and lay back down in the bed. 
“Do you remember what happened last night?” he asked.
More of the evening had come back to me. Flashing lights and the ride in the ambulance. Daniel gripping my hand the entire way.
“How… how’d you know?” I asked. “How’d you know where to find me?”
He paused a long moment, looking deep in thought. 
“There’s an explanation, but it doesn’t explain everything,” he said, mysteriously. “See, I started to get worried when you weren’t returning my calls. We’d started circulating that police sketch artist portrait of the woman who hit Vicky’s car to the media. Somebody called and said they recognized the woman in the drawing as Roberta Finch. That’s why I called you so many times – I thought it was important that you know. I was about to head over to the pie shop, when you wouldn’t believe who called the station just then, shouting about how she’d just seen someone hit you with a gun and then push you into a minivan out on Main Street.”
I furrowed my brow, trying to think back to that moment.
Who was out there? Who could have possibly seen that?
Was it Kara?
I was about to ask, but Daniel continued.
“She said her name was Spider – she’s Frank Longworth’s daughter.”
I rubbed my head, the memory drifting back to me in jagged puzzle pieces.
That was right – I had seen her. Just as I was leaving with Roberta. She’d been leaving the bread bakery. 
And I’d come to the revelation just before getting hit. 
That Spider Longworth was the real Booze Bandit. 
“Spider was calling us from the road,” Daniel said. “When she saw you get kidnapped, she followed the minivan in her car. That’s how we knew where Roberta had taken you. Spider gave us directions.” 
I drew in deep breath. 
“And what happened to Robe—”
My voice cut out before I could finish her name.  
“Trumbow got her,” Daniel said. “A perfect shot. Right in the shoulder. She’ll survive, which is a good thing, because I want to hear everything she has to say. From the hit and run to Laura Baynes’ murder.” 
I nodded, closing my eyes. 
I was glad, too, that she was alive to answer all those questions. 
To bring some closure to Laura Baynes’ death. 
“But I can’t stop thinking, Cin — if Spider Longworth hadn’t been leaving the bread bakery at that exact moment, Cin – if she hadn’t done what she’d done, then…”
Daniel’s voice went hoarse and he trailed off. 
I could imagine the hypotheticals well enough and it turned my blood to ice. 
“She saved your life, Cin, but it’s more than that,” Daniel continued. “It’s like… like someone else was looking out for you. Like some sort of divine intervention that saved your life.”
I squeezed Daniel’s hand, gazing into his water-logged eyes. 
“Saved my life, too,” he said, looking away. 
It seemed we’d been down this road too many times. And somewhere in the back of my mind, I wondered if it was really all worth it.
Daniel put himself in danger nearly every day, and to some extent, I found myself getting involved in things that maybe I had no business being involved in. Maybe that was okay for now – we’d both had luck on our side too many times to count.
But how would that work when our family became bigger?
The danger would be the same, but the stakes would be so much higher.
Maybe I was in no frame of mind to contemplate such things. 
Maybe that would be something for another time.
A silence settled over the room. I looked out the window for a long while at the parking lot below. 
The fog was still there. 
But it didn’t bother me today. 
Today, I was glad to see that fog. 
Glad to be here in this hospital bed, too. 
Glad to be anywhere but in the rushing waters of the Christmas River, where Roberta Finch would have put me if she’d gotten her way. 
“You know what I think?” I whispered. 
Daniel cleared his throat, looking back at me. 
“What?”
“I think it’s about time we get to our vacation.”
He cracked a small smile.
 
“We’ve earned it, Cin. That’s for sure.”
 
 



 
 
Chapter 66
 
I was just about to get up and get dressed when I heard a few light knocks on the opened door. 
I looked up, immediately feeling relieved at the sight of her standing there in the hospital room doorway. 
She looked weary and the way she leaned against the doorjamb, I could see that she was still in a lot of pain. Her hospital gown, with its drab color, gave her skin a pallid, sickly look.
But Vicky Delgado was upright, smiling, and alive.
I sat up as best I could while she hobbled into the room. She was carrying a big bouquet of white flowers in her arms that looked as though they had wilted a little. 
“Just look at us,” she said. “Two busted heads doesn’t make a right.”
She smiled at Daniel, setting the flowers down on the nightstand next to me.
Their strong fragrance filled my nostrils and I inhaled deeply, savoring it. 
“How are you feeling?” she asked. 
“Not bad,” I said. “I was just going to check out of here soon. But what about you, Vicky? How are you? It’s so good to see you walking around.”
The last time I’d seen her, she was sobbing and didn’t seem in her right mind.
“I’m doing better,” she said. “Thanks.”
I believed her, too. It was strange, but in some ways, Vicky looked more at peace than she had before the crash. The tension that usually rested around her jawline was gone. And I felt more ease in her energy than before. 
It hadn’t been how I expected her to be. Especially since it now seemed like we were farther than ever from finding her sister, despite all the trouble we’d gone through.
I was sure that Daniel had told her about Marty Higgins’ confession. 
Daniel stood up, giving her his seat and helping her sit down in it.
I gazed at her for a long moment in silence, and she stared back at me. 
We’d been through something together, her and I. It wasn’t just the hit and run, either. 
It was more than that somehow.  
I gulped hard.
“I’m sorry, Vicky… I’m so sorry that we didn’t find out what happened to Amelia. I—”
She shook her head, cutting my apologies short.  
“There’s nothing to feel sorry about, Cin.” 
She smiled at me through bleary eyes. 
“You helped Laura Baynes’ family. It might not have been the outcome they were hoping for, but at least they know now.” .
She bit her lip. 
“And as for Millie, well… we’ve got some new leads to follow now. And for the first time in a long time, I feel.” 
She cleared her throat.
“Hope,” she whispered. 
I looked back at Daniel. There was a content expression on his face.
“I’m not going to give up,” Vicky said. “I’ll never give up on Millie. But I’ve decided something, staring at the ceiling of this hospital for the last few days. If I don’t ever find her, I’ll be sad. But I have to…”
She drew in a deep breath.
“I have to let it go a little. I have to… I have to live my life.”
She fell silent after that. And the sadness lingered around her like cigarette smoke. 
But it wasn’t all sadness. There was something good in it, too.
Up until now, Vicky’s life had been consumed with finding out what happened to Amelia.
She’d sacrificed things for it. Her career. Her future. Maybe the possibility of a family, even. 
But now, maybe she was going to stop living in the tragedy and try to find something else to live for. 
I reached out, squeezing her shoulder.
“I wanted to thank you and Daniel for all of your help,” she said. “You hardly know me, yet you’ve both put so much on line to help find my sister. Your kindness is…”
She trailed off as her voice wavered and then gave out. 
“You’re family to us now, Vicky,” Daniel said, smiling a little sadly. “We’ll always be here to help you.” 
She looked away, brushing at her face. 
“You know? When I first moved here, I thought I was going to hate it here in Christmas River.”
She let out a short laugh, then stood up slowly. 
“But it’s not bad out here. Not bad all.” 
She began heading for the door.
I glanced over at the white flowers on the table.
“Thank you for these,” I said.
“Full disclosure – I uh, I actually just repurposed the flowers you brought me,” she said with a smile. “That’s why they’re a little wilted. I didn’t exactly have time to get down to the gift shop.”
“Well, they’re still beautiful,” I said. 
I grinned, glancing at them. Seeing my bouquet of white daisies. 
And then another bouquet – one that I hadn’t gotten for her. 
The flowers were large, with creamy white petals and a fragrance that was sweet and strong. 
I recognized the flower. 
And I knew they didn’t have any of them down at the hospital gift shop. 
In fact, you hardly saw this type of flower in Central Oregon at all. 
It was too cold to grow up here. 
“Anyway, thanks for all your help again,” Vicky said, hobbling out of the room. “And don’t you guys have a European vacation to get to or something?”
Daniel laughed at Vicky’s humor. 
But I had barely heard what she’d said. 
 
My mind was somewhere else. 





 
Chapter 67
 
I sat in the pie shop kitchen a couple days later, sipping hot hazelnut coffee, flipping through the day’s edition of The Redmond Register.
The front page story was an in-depth look at the Laura Baynes case, and had a photo of Roberta Finch and her brother-in-law, News Channel 12 weatherman Rex Dawson, above the fold.
The reporter had done an admirable job telling the story, considering that few details had been released in the case and some of the major players weren’t speaking about it. One of those major players was Rex himself. The normally talkative weatherman had gone mum on the entire situation, Daniel had told me. He denied ever having an affair with Laura Baynes let alone knowing her at all. And after that his initial denial, he’d lawyered up and wouldn’t speak to the police anymore about the case. 
I had tried calling him the day before. I’d worked up the courage, thinking that maybe I’d somehow get him to come clean about his involvement with Laura Baynes and how she’d been much more than just a news story to him. 
How in some ways, he’d played a crucial role in her death. 
But Rex had hung up on me as soon as he heard my voice. 
There’d been no joshing. No “sweetie pie” or “honey.”
I realized now that his supposed obsession with finding out what happened to Amelia and Laura had less to do with being a good reporter and more to do with his own guilt over Laura’s disappearance. 
He must have known that she had been out here in the first place to see him.
For some reason, Rex’s denial about the whole thing didn’t surprise me.
Sometimes we tell ourselves lies so long, those lies almost become the truth. 
That had happened to Rex. He’d spun his story for decades, and I wasn’t sure whether he could handle facing what actually happened. 
Luckily, Roberta Finch was doing enough talking for the both of them. 
She’d confessed to following Vicky and me to and from the prison when we talked to Sully Coe. She confessed to running us off the road. She had told police that it would have killed two birds with one stone – getting rid of me – who she thought Rex had eyes on. And also making sure that her secret was never found out in case Sully had told us anything that would have helped us solve the Laura Baynes’ case. 
Roberta had also confessed to the murder of Laura Baynes.
She told the authorities in detail how she tracked Laura down, lured her out to Christmas River, shot her, and then pushed her body out into The Christmas River right above Christmas Falls. She also confessed that she’d set it up so the whole thing looked like it could be connected to Amelia’s disappearance a year earlier. 
The reporter who had written this latest Redmond Register news story had gone out and talked to Laura Baynes’ son in Eugene. Benjamin Smith had told the reporter that he was thankful to finally have closure after all of these years. 
Even if he still had some conflicted feelings about his mother.
One of Benjamin’s quotes was particularly insightful. 
“She might not have been a great mom. She might not have been a great person, either. But maybe in the end, even the worst of us deserves justice.” 
I set the newspaper down, mulling over that quote.
Maybe I should have been happier that Laura Baynes’ disappearance was now solved.
But all of it left a bad taste in my mouth that I couldn’t seem to wash out.
It was always disturbing to realize that the people around you – the ones that you thought you knew – turned out to be so different than they pretended to be. I had never known Rex that well – but I never dreamed so many dark secrets existed right there behind the plastic television personality smile.
I gazed out the window at the woods behind the pie shop.
The layer of hoarfrost that had been covering the trees was now dripping away, turning the woods damp. The fog was burning off, and up above, I could see windows of blue sky.
“And that… should just... about do it.”
I looked over just as Marty Higgins shut the door of my brand new industrial-sized oven and dusted his hands off on his collared shirt.
“Thanks a bunch, Marty,” I said. “I really appreciate it.”
The warranty people had offered to send out a handyman to install the oven. But I told them I already had a friend who could help – one that I trusted to do a great job.
“No problem at all, Cin,” he said.
It felt good to know that Marty wasn’t holding any grudges about how everything unfolded. Things seemed to be back to normal between us – almost as if nothing had ever happened.
I was glad of it. Marty was a good sort. The kind that you could count on.
And the way I saw it, there wasn’t enough of his kind in the world.
“Can I get you another slice of something?” I asked.
I’d already served him up a slice of Chocolate Hazelnut Pie, but since then, he’d been installing the oven, and I figured he might have worked up an appetite again.
He patted his large gut.
“Aw, I think I better say no,” he said. “The wife will be on me about that first slice, no doubt. I don’t want to add insult to injury.”
I smiled.
Then I went for my checkbook in my purse. I started writing out a check to him, but he shook his head.
“Nope. I don’t charge friends.”
“C’mon, Marty. Just let me pay—”
But he just shook his head again and collected his tool box from up off the floor.
“I’m glad to see that you’re doing better, Cin,” he said. “And I wanted… I wanted to thank you.”
“For what?” I said.
“It’s just... secrets have a way of dragging a person down. And I’ve felt dragged down for a long, long time carrying mine around. But now I feel like I might have turned a new page, you know? I feel freer than I did.”
I smiled at the big man.
Then I went over and gave him a hug. 
“I’m glad we’re still friends,” I said.
He smiled, looking a little bashful.
“Me, too, Cin. Anyway, we’ve been friends too long to quit now.”
I went over to the fridge and pulled out a pie I’d boxed up. I handed it to him.
“I know Iggy probably still won’t approve. But take it home and see what she says. Maybe she ought to take it easier on you.”
“Aw, thanks, Cin,” he said, genuinely touched. 
“No problem, Marty. No problem at all.”





 
Chapter 68
 
“Tiana! That’s amazing!”
I was in the middle of whipping up a batch of Cherry Blossom Pudding Pies – a seasonal flavor for spring that I was perfecting – when Tiana came back from her break, beaming like she’d just won the lottery.
I knew that I probably had gone back to work a little earlier than the doctor, or Daniel, for that matter, would have liked. But the way I saw it, with the Ireland trip in just a few days, I needed to get things in order at the shop. Tiana, Tobias, and Ian were going to be helming it while I was gone, and although I didn’t expect it to be too busy given the time of year, I wanted to make sure I helped them prepare as much as possible.
Tiana handed me her phone. I dusted off my hands and peered down at the Visit Vancouver web page, scrolling through it.
“I mean, it’s not as far as Europe or anything,” she said, sliding out of her jacket and hanging it up on the coat rack. “But I figure it’s a good start to international travel. Not too far, and not too expensive – but a good beginning. Toby and I can see if we like it this October, and maybe next year we’ll venture out a little farther.”
I smiled at her.
It wasn’t easy getting out of your comfort zone – I knew that first hand. But sometimes – most of the time, in fact – it was worth it.
Traveling was way out of Tiana’s comfort zone. So I knew that booking a flight and hotel in Vancouver for a week-long trip in the fall was a big step.
I was proud of her.
“You guys are going to have a great time,” I said. “I’ve heard that Vancouver’s beautiful.”
She smiled, her cheeks flushing slightly. She washed her hands at the sink and then grabbed the bag of flour, beginning work on some crusts.
“Yeah – it’ll be nice to get away with Toby,” she said. “The leaves are supposed to be beautiful there in the fall and—”
Tiana stopped speaking, her eyebrows drawing together as she looked past my shoulder.
I glanced back, seeing what had made her go quiet. 
He stood there in the doorjamb between the dining room and the kitchen, wringing his cap between his hands in an awkward manner.
He cleared his throat. 
Tiana glanced back at me. 
“You know, I think I forgot to ask the hotel for our booking number. I’m just going to step outside and make a quick phone call, if that’s all right, Cin.”
She quickly grabbed her phone, hurrying out onto the back deck, closing the door behind her.
Tiana always seemed to have a sixth sense about that kind of thing – making herself scarce when it seemed like I had a visitor who needed to have a word in private
I stared at the man in the doorway. 
Frank Longworth looked like he needed a good night’s sleep and a shave. The man had a jittery look to him, like he’d been under fluorescent lights for too long.
I imagined that most people looked that way after sitting in jail a few days.
“Do you mind if we talk?” he said. 
I raised my eyebrows, slightly surprised that he had even come here in the first place.
But then I nodded.
“Do you like cherry pie?” I asked.
He sat down at the butcher block, nodding stiffly.
Then he told me what he’d come here to say.





 
Chapter 69
 
“She hasn’t been well for a long time,” he said, gazing out the window, a sorrow-filled expression on his face. “Not since Jake’s passing. They were very close, and it’s been tough for her to handle.”
I set down a steaming mug of fresh coffee on the counter in front of Frank Longworth and took a seat.
“I keep my business to myself. Never was much for sharing. Most people around here don’t know I lost my son a couple of years ago to a drunk driver down in Medford. I didn’t want them to know. I didn’t want looks of pity or people making a fuss over something that wasn’t any of their business.”
I’d always known that Frank Longworth was a serious character, but like the rest of Christmas River, I hadn’t had the slightest idea that he’d been through such a recent tragedy.
“I’m so sorry,” I said, peering at him. 
He averted his eyes, as if the condolence was almost too much for him to stand. 
“The driver who hit Jake had a blood alcohol level four times the legal limit. Four times. He’d been at this seedy bar and they kept serving him. He hit Jake’s car head-on, and both of them… They both died. And sure – that seedy bar got its liquor license taken away for a few months for over-serving. But they couldn’t prove the guy had been there all night drinking. And if you go down to Medford today, you’ll find that it’s open and operating. Like nothing ever happened.”
Frank drew in a deep breath.
“I know it’s not all the bar’s responsibility,” he said. “I know it was the drunk driver behind the wheel who was mainly at fault. But still... when something like this happens, you find yourself blaming everyone involved. I often lie awake at night, thinking about what would have happened if the bartenders had cut the drunk off from liquor that night. I know he’d probably just have gone to some other bar. But sometimes I think that simple act might have changed the whole night. He wouldn’t have been on that same road at the same time Jake was. And Jake might still be here today.”
Frank stared down at the floor, not meeting my gaze. He ran a hand over his balding head.
“I guess my daughter’s been doing some of that thinking too. And I guess it finally got to the point where Spider couldn’t take it anymore. She had to act – to do something. To somehow try and make things right. To find some sort of… some sort of justice. Justice we never got.”
It was now clear to me why Frank’s daughter had done what she’d done – why she’d been robbing places where they sold liquor.
It was an act of vengeance. She couldn’t take her anger and pain out on the man who had killed her brother. So she’d gone on a rampage, looking to take that anger and pain in any other direction but inside. 
“I didn’t know what she was doing,” Frank said. “I swear. Not until she’d already robbed several businesses. And then I tried to help her get rid of any evidence that linked her to it. When the police came to the bread bakery, I confessed to the robberies. I was trying to protect her. I’d much rather be in prison myself than see my daughter suffering any more out of all of this.” 
I didn’t ask, but I had done some thinking about it, and I realized that Frank had kicked me out of his kitchen the week of Valentine’s Day not because I’d left the place a mess – but because he’d put two and two together about his daughter being the Booze Bandit. He was afraid that I’d see Spider at the shop and recognize her as The Booze Bandit. 
“I would have taken the fall, too. All the way if she hadn’t confessed to the Sheriff,” he said in a dejected tone. 
He closed his eyes to hide the fact that they were getting damp.
“But I guess she couldn’t stand the thought of me being in prison for something that she did.”
Frank stopped talking, and a silence settled over the kitchen. 
It was hard to know what to say. The situation was so tragic and it wasn’t over yet. Frank’s daughter would still face charges for what she’d done. 
“I’m just so sorry,” I said. “And if you… if you need anything… I mean, if Spider needs anything during all this, please don’t hesitate to let me know.”
I gulped hard, clearing my throat. 
“I know I wouldn’t be alive if she hadn’t…”
I trailed off. 
Frank nodded solemnly. 
“She always was a good kid,” he said. “But she shouldn’t have done what she did. She hurt people. Your grandfather among them.” 
He was right – his daughter was responsible for a lot of turmoil: For Warren, myself, and plenty of others in the Central Oregon area.
But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t bring myself to hold any of it against her.
In the end, she’d done the right thing – turned herself in.
And I knew she’d only done what she’d done out of deep-seated pain and misery brought on by her brother’s death. And a desperation for justice. 
Something that wasn’t always easy to come by in this tough world we lived in. 
I couldn’t judge her. Even though I knew others would.
“She must still be in a lot of pain,” I said. 
“Yes. But Spider and I will get through it. I know we will.”
He cleared his throat. 
“We still have each other at least.” 
He he stood up and started heading for the door. 
He hadn’t so much as touched the slice of cherry pie. 
“Mr. Longworth?”
He stopped and turned back around.
“Frank,” he said. “Please call me Frank.”
I nodded. 
“Take care of yourself, Frank,” I said. “And I mean it about letting me know how I can help Spider. I’d like to if I could.”
The corners of his mouth turned up just barely at that. 
Then he turned and left for good.  
 
Leaving me to think about how easy it could be to lose your way in life sometimes. 
 





 
Chapter 70
 
Nobody would have approved of me taking Hucks and Chadwick out for a walk in the woods later that day – considering that I was still recovering from everything that happened. So I made a point not to tell anybody where I was going that afternoon, quietly sneaking out of the pie shop and heading over to the McCall Mountain Trail. 
I walked slowly through the woods and up the dirt path, letting Hucks and Chadwick guide me. The two pooches seemed happy to be out on a walk with me. I didn’t know how much they understood about what had happened in the last few days, but I knew that they sensed I was in a more fragile state than usual. Since I’d gotten home from the hospital, they’d been particularly attached to me, not wanting to leave my side unless they absolutely had to. 
They trotted along the trail, and I followed, stopping every once in a while to catch my breath. My head was doing much better, but I felt like I was getting winded a little more easily than usual.
Still, I couldn’t complain. 
I knew I was lucky to be climbing up here at all. 
I ascended the last hill, happy to see the old red barn appear in the distance. I dug my hands into the pockets of my jacket, pulling out the bag of sugar cubes that I’d brought. I stopped at the wooden gate, resting my arms on top of it.
I didn’t have to wait long.
A moment later, a large head peeked out of the barn. He saw me and slowly began ambling in my direction.
Good old Crabtree.
The old donkey moved as fast as his legs would carry him – which wasn’t fast at all. A few moments later, he was nuzzling his snout against my hand, looking at me with his one good eye.
I stroked his ears, the way he liked. Then I placed my hand with the sugar cubes out. They were gone in a fraction of a second. 
“I wanted to come by and say goodbye,” I said, stroking his ears some more.
He brayed a little, as if understanding what I was saying and not being very happy about it.
“Now don’t you worry. I’ll be back in a few weeks. Maybe I’ll bring something special back for you from across the pond. How about some Irish oats? I’ve heard those are good.”
The donkey nuzzled the side of my neck, hitting a ticklish spot. I let out a laugh.
“He’ll be sad for a while,” a voice sounded from across the field. “But it’ll make it all that much sweeter when you return.” 
I looked up. 
Elise Orcutt stood there, wearing her usual flannel shirt, worn jeans, and galoshes caked with mud. 
She had just come from the greenhouse, and in her arms were a basket of flowers. 
She walked over to me. Then she reached out, stroking Crabtree’s side.
“He sure is a nice old donkey,” she said. 
“Yes,” I agreed, swallowing back some saliva and studying her. “I’ve really enjoyed coming up here so often these past couple of months.”
She nodded, smiling slightly, keeping her eyes on the old donkey. 
The years had taken their toll on Elise Orcutt, the way they would on anybody. 
But time could rarely change the look in a person’s eyes. 
They said eyes were the windows to the soul.
And though she’d been hiding who she was for all these years, when I looked in Elise Orcutt’s eyes, I now could see who she really was. 
“Those flowers you left for Vicky at the hospital were really beautiful,” I said. “Gardenias, right?” 
I nodded to the basket in her arms. 
Elise’s eyes grew wide for a moment, and I watched as she struggled with words.
She looked over my shoulder, into the woods beyond.
Then something drifted across her face.
Something like relief.
“Come on up to the house,” she finally said.
 
I nodded, then climbed over the fence, following her.





 
Chapter 71
 
Amelia Delgado handed me a mug of coffee and took a seat at the large, rough-hewn farm table. Huckleberry and Chadwick were in the corner of the kitchen, chowing down on some dog food she’d set out for them.  
I cupped my hands around the mug, enjoying its warmth. But I didn’t drink it. 
My insides were too tied up to ingest anything. 
“How long have you known?” she finally asked.
“Since the other day at the hospital,” I said. “The flowers that Vicky had in her room. They were gardenias. A flower that’s hard to find around here, even in florist shops. And I remembered that you had that greenhouse where you grew all sorts of flowers. It got me thinking. And then I put it together.”
I bit my lip, staring at her – now I could see past the gray hair, the extra weight in her face, and the wrinkles around her eyes to see commonalities with that old photo of Amelia at the bar. I could see the same narrow chin. The high cheekbones. And the thin lips. 
Her nose was different, though and I wondered if she’d had it altered at some point to help hide who she really was. 
Amelia caught me staring at her. She smiled sadly.
“I’ve avoided this for a very, very long time, Cinnamon.”
She closed her eyes for a long moment. Almost like she hoped when she opened them again, I would no longer be here to confront her with the truth. 
“Where did you go?” I asked finally when she didn’t say anything. “After Marty Higgins gave you a ride up to Madras?”
She let out a staggered breath. 
“I got a on a bus, and after that, I hitchhiked,” she said. “Up to Canada. I kept running until I got far up north in Saskatchewan. I paid for someone else’s identity – using the money I stole from Jimmy and my mom. Elise Browne. I used that name – and that’s the last name I gave to my daughter when she was born, too. When I got married a couple of years later, I took my husband’s name and was Elise Orcutt after that.
“My husband was a good man who never asked me questions about my past. And my daughter doesn’t know the story either. I never told her about her real father. I wanted to protect her. To give a shot at something good.” 
She studied my face briefly, as if trying to figure out what I thought of her and what she had done. 
“I built a nice happy life for myself up in Canada,” she said. “We lived on a ranch, and I kept a greenhouse. And I forgot. I forgot who I’d been. I forgot about Jimmy or that I was ever stupid enough to get involved with him. I forgot the things he’d done – the terrible, evil acts of violence I’d seen him commit. I laid low and kept quiet. I raised my child in the country and built something for myself up there.”
She bit her lip, her teeth digging into the soft flesh.
“But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t forget Vicky. I had trouble forgetting our ma, too. I tried sending them a note once, after I left. But I know it wasn’t enough. It’s been eating me up inside for years and years. I never meant for any of this to happen. But I couldn’t endanger them. If they knew I was alive – if they knew where I was – Jimmy might have found out. The only thing that kept them alive was that they didn’t know anything.”
Her eyes were glassy as she told her story. 
She stood up and went over to the window, leaning on the sill and watching old Crabtree meander around the corral.
“Last year, I heard about Jimmy dying in prison. My daughter’s at university in Vancouver now, and with my husband passed on, I had this idea that I’d… that I’d come back and buy this farm. I’d move here and when I worked up the courage, I’d go find Vicky and tell her. Tell her what happened to me and why I had to…”
Amelia drew in a staggered breath.
“Why I had to run away. I dreamed that Vicky would forgive me for what I’d done. So I came out here.”
She glanced back at me.
“But I couldn’t summon the courage to go visit her in Portland. I know I ruined her life, Cinnamon. How could she ever forgive me?” 
I gulped hard, seeing the look of shame on her face.
“Then I heard that Vicky moved here to Christmas River back in the fall. And I knew that sooner or later, this day would come.
“The day when I’d have to face my sins and come to terms with the hurt and devastation I caused.”
She fell silent again. Old Crabtree was walking back to his barn, and her eyes followed him.
“This wasn’t how my life was supposed to have gone,” she said in a voice that was barely above a whisper. “This wasn’t how her life was supposed to go, either.” 
Her words lingered in the dusty house air for a while, and the only sound was the dogs slopping at their food. 
I bit my lip, thinking about poor Vicky. All these years, trying to find her little sister. Thinking she was most likely dead. 
It was a harsh thing to do to somebody. 
But I also couldn’t help sympathize with Amelia. She’d found herself in a bad situation. 
A situation where she had to think of more than just herself, her sister, or her mom. 
She had to think about her daughter. 
I stood up, then, leaving my coffee steaming on the table. I went over and stood next to her. 
“It’s not too late, Amelia,” I said. “Your life doesn’t have to be like this anymore.” 
A single tear dripped over the rim of her eye when I said her real name, slowly sliding down her face.
“Vicky’s doesn’t either.” 
She nodded again, more tears spilling down her cheeks. 
She gazed out the window in silence for a minute. 
Then she cleared her throat. 
“Is… is Vicky still at the hospital?” she asked. 
“They released her yesterday,” I said. “She’s back home now.” 
Amelia nodded.
“I can drive you to her house if you want,” I said.
She looked over at me, wiping the tears from her face.
“No, it’s okay,” she said. 
 
“I know the way.”
 
***
 
Amelia said she didn’t need a ride, but I followed her car over to Vicky’s house anyway. 
I had to see it through. 
I sat there across the street from Vicky’s rental house in the Escape, watching as Amelia slowly walked up the small pebble path and paused on the porch for a long moment. 
Then, I watched as she raised her arm and slowly pushed the doorbell. 
It took a little while for Vicky to answer. 
When she did, there was some banter. I could see that Vicky didn’t realize who was standing there. 
But then, something in Vicky’s face suddenly changed. 
It broke. As if all those years of worrying, all that agony of not knowing, all that fear and loss was suddenly released in one rushing flood of emotion. 
I couldn’t hear the words they spoke to each other. 
But I didn’t need to. 
 
The desperate embrace and happy sobbing there on the porch said everything. 
 
After 25 years, Amelia Delgado had finally found her way home. 
 



 
Chapter 72
 
I gazed out the window, pressing the phone to my ear and listening to the succession of dull rings.
Outside, the pink fingers of dawn were just beginning to tickle the sky and the dark winter’s night was fading fast.
It was early, and I was alone in the pie shop. 
I’d come in early for a reason. 
I had one last piece of business to take care of before our trip to Ireland.
The ringing came to an abrupt halt.
“Hello?”
The woman’s voice cracked over the speaker, and I could tell that I had woken her.
I hadn’t rehearsed what I was going to say. I was hoping that inspiration would strike me in the moment.
But now, I was regretting not having a script to go by.
This wasn’t an easy call to make.
“Is this… is this Brenda Coe?” I asked.
“Brenda Denmon,” she said, a sharpness in her tone. “Nobody’s called me by my maiden name for some time.”
I swallowed hard, looking at my reflection in the pane of glass.
“Oh… um, I’m sorry to call at such an early hour. My name is Cinnamon Peters. I don’t know if you remember me, but I was—”
“I remember you,” she said in a low voice. “You’re the one my father… my father tried to...”
Her voice grew wobbly and she trailed off into nothing.
I drew in a deep breath.
“I know this is going to sound strange coming from me,” I said. “But Sully… he wanted me to ask you to read the latest letter he sent.”
There was nothing but dead silence on the other side of the line after I said that.
I knew this was probably the last thing Brenda Coe had expected this morning. A call from the woman her father had held at gunpoint and nearly killed, now advocating for him.
“I don’t have a father anymore, Ms. Peters,” she said after a long while. “He died a long time ago.”
Her voice was small and shaky.
“I have to go now—”
“Wait, Brenda.”
I bit my lip, keeping my eyes on my reflection.
“Your dad isn’t a good man,” I said. “Sully is a corrupt liar who hurt a lot of people, including me and my grandfather. And you have every right to feel the way you feel. Maybe he doesn’t deserve forgiveness, but...”
My voice started going hoarse.
“It’s probably not my place to say it. But this really isn’t about you pardoning your dad, Brenda. It’s about pardoning yourself. It’s about giving yourself peace so that you can move on. So the anger and pain doesn’t fester inside. So it doesn’t…
I paused, searching for what I meant. 
“So it doesn’t continue to poison your life.” 
Maybe I was overstepping my boundaries. Maybe I really had no right to tell Brenda Coe these things.
But I didn’t regret saying any of it.
There was no response. And as I waited for her to say something, I realized that there probably wasn’t going to be.
I let out a breath.
“Anyway, he wants you to know he loves you. That’s the message he wanted me to give you. I’ve done what I promised. 
“You decide the rest, Brenda.”
 
I hung up, my cheeks wet with tears.
 



 
 
Chapter 73
 
The sky that day was bluer than I had ever seen it before. A rich, jewel-toned, sapphire blue, washed clean by the rain.
“They say the bluest skies you’ll ever see are in Seattle, kiddo,” he said, grasping my hand. “Only problem is, you hardly see them with all those gray clouds.”
He turned back to look at me for a moment.
He was happy. Smiling big with a child-like gleam in his eye.
He stopped walking up the steps to study the two ticket stubs in his hand. I gazed up into the open-air stadium – taken by the immensity of the place. They’d opened the roof because the day was so clear and bright. 
When I had gotten called out of class and asked to report to the school office that morning, I thought I’d gotten into trouble somehow. But instead of the stern vice principal waiting for me, it had been him, sitting there, grinning like a joker 
He’d taken the day off from work – something he hardly ever did – and told me we were going on a trip.
“Just you and me, kiddo.”
I couldn’t remember ever having been so excited for something in all my short life.
The drive had been long and rainy, but we filled it up by singing along to Bob Seger songs and eating hamburgers and fries. When we got to Seattle, we stopped in a store near the stadium. He bought me a brand new Seattle Mariners baseball cap. It was too big on me and slumped down on my forehead, but I didn’t care.
I loved it, and I vowed never to take it off except for church on Sundays.
Now we climbed the steps, up and up and up, until we found our row. We were so high up, I thought if I could just reach a little further, I’d be able to touch that sapphire blue sky.
We sat in the hard plastic seats. He took a sip from the beer that he’d bought at the concession stand and pulled out a bag of peanuts. We shared the nuts, the papery shells falling to the concrete ground beneath us.
When I came across one that my small hands couldn’t crack open, he’d take it and break it open for me.
“When I was a boy, there was nothing I wanted more than to go to a Seattle Pilots game,” he said as the seats around us filled with people. “That’s the franchise the city had back then – before they moved to Milwaukee and became the Brewers. Anyway, I asked and asked, but your grandma wouldn’t take me. She always said Seattle was too far.”
“What about Grandpa?” I’d said. “Why didn’t he take you?” 
He’d never talked about my grandfather – his dad.
He stared off into the distance then, squinting at all that shimmering blue.
“Him? Well, he wasn’t ever around to ask,” he’d said in a quiet voice
My dad fell silent for a long while then, and I wondered if I’d said something wrong.
But then after a few minutes, he looked over at me, smiling again.
“But this – Cinnamon? This, you’re going to remember for the rest of your life. The time your old man took you to your first baseball game.”
He rubbed the oversized hat on my head, laughing when it slid down over my eyes.
“You’re going to love it. Just you wait and see.”
A little while later, the players took the field in their teal greens and whites.
 
And by the third inning, the clouds had rolled in over that blue sky and it began to rain.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 74
 
“You’ve got your guidebook?”
“Check.”
“Your passport holder?”
“Check.”
“Your passport?”
“Double-check.”
“Cash to change at the airport?”
I smiled.
Warren had already gone through all of this with me an hour earlier. Being the world traveler that he was, he’d taken it upon himself to personally grill me on the items I had packed in my suitcase for Ireland.
I propped my feet up on the legs of the barstool, then took a sip from the pint glass of fresh beer he’d just handed me. It was an apricot lavender beer that Warren had been experimenting with for some time, and this version was utter perfection. It tasted of everything that we had to look forward to here in Christmas River in the spring and summer – days of sunshine and cool mountain breezes and lazy days spent tossing a line into the placid waters of a cold lake.
“What about a good rain jacket?” he asked. “You know, it’s cold in that part of the world this time of year. Rainy as heck, too. A good rain jacket is imperative—”
“Yep, got that, too,” I said. “I think I’m pretty well covered.”
He grinned at me from behind the bar.
“Glad to hear. Now what about an old man who likes to chew the fat? You got room for one of those in your suitcase?”
I laughed.
“Sure, but who’s going to watch the dogs if you come along?”
“Oh, Aileen can handle it. She’s got a way with the beasts of the world. She’s had lots of practice with me.”
I smiled, reaching across and squeezing his hand.
“Seriously, though, thanks for watching the poochies for us,” I said. “It means a lot.”
“Our pleasure,” Warren said. “Say – when’s the last time you’ve been away from Christmas River for so long?”
“It’s been a while, all right.”
“Well, good for you, Cinny Bee. We all need some adventure in our lives from time to time.”
I nodded and took a long sip of my beer.
He was right – it was a fundamental requirement of a healthy life that a person had an adventure every now and then. 
“But I won’t lie,” Warren continued, looking down at the bar. “I am gonna miss you something awful, Cinny.”
“I’ll miss you, too. But we’ll be back before you know it – we’ll be just in time to see your segment air on the Travel Now Channel. Which is going to be a nice reward after that long plane ride home.”
He smiled a little bashfully at that.
The conversation fell into a rare pocket of silence.
I set the beer down, taking in a deep breath.
Another fundamental requirement of a healthy life was being honest with your loved ones and telling them things, even when those things were hard to speak about.
I’d put it off for a long time now, thinking that I was saving Warren from some worry. But I saw now that it wasn’t right.
This was about family, and Warren deserved to know.
“Grandpa?”
“Yeah, Cinny Bee?”
“There’s something… something I want to tell you before we leave.”
He raised his old white eyebrows studying me for a long minute.
“It’s about—”
“Him,” he said, cutting me off. “Your dad. I know.”
I felt my jaw open slightly and my eyes grow wide.
“But how..?”
Warren let out a short sigh.
“Don’t hold it against him, but Daniel told me about it last month. He wanted me to know in case I could help you in some way. That husband of yours loves you a heck of a lot Cinny Bee. He’s been really worried about you and this whole situation.” 
I stared down at my drink, still in shock.
Warren had known this whole time. And here I’d been feeling guilty about not telling him.
“How come you didn’t tell me that you knew?” I asked.
Warren came around the side of the bar, taking a seat on the stool next to mine. He let out a staggered breath.
“I figured you’d talk to me about it in your own good time. And I figured you’re a bright young woman who can make her own decisions in life. It wasn’t my place to meddle.”
Warren ran a hand over his balding head.
“You see, I’ve done that before, and it didn’t sit well with me. Back when you graduated high school? That bastard sent a congratulations card. You remember that?”
I nodded.
When I closed my eyes, I could still see the four words he’d written on it.
Congrats, kiddo. Your Dad. 
Cold, unfeeling words that did more harm than good.
“Well, I was so angry at that Cinny Bee. Him abandoning you and your mother – never even coming home for her funeral or taking up his responsibility. We hear nothing from him for years, and then that stupid card arrives. I half thought about driving all the way across the country and giving him a piece of my mind in person. I thought about telling that woman he married what a rotten person he was. But instead, I ended up writing a letter.”
Warren gazed blankly at the bar mirror in front of us.
“At the time, I thought it was the right thing to do. I wrote and told him to leave you alone and to never show his face here again. I told him that he poisoned everything he touched.”
Warren rubbed his face.
“I still believe he deserved every word. But in the years since, I’ve wondered if it was the right thing to do – if I didn’t meddle in something I shouldn’t have. You were 18 by then – old enough to make your own choices. And maybe if I hadn’t written that letter, he would have—”
I shook my head.
“No. I was just as angry. You didn’t do anything I wouldn’t have done.”
“But maybe it wasn’t my place, Cinny Bee. Maybe—”
I shook my head again.
“You didn’t do anything wrong, Grandpa.”
I let out a slow breath.
“He’s the one who did something wrong,” I added. 
Warren nodded, falling silent for a long moment.
“So what’s he got exactly?” he finally asked.
I bit my lip, looking down at the bar. 
“Lymphoma,” I said. “He found out about it in October. It seems like it’s progressing fast and he… he said he wanted to put things right with me. You know, before... if…”
I trailed off, feeling numb all over.
Warren shook his head.
“Hell of a thing to put on your shoulders,” he muttered.
I closed my eyes and let out a long breath.
“Well, whatever you decide to do, Cinny Bee, it’s good,” Warren said. “Remember that. You don’t owe him anything. And whatever the outcome of all of this is, you’ve done good.”
I nodded silently.
“A person can only be expected to put up with so much. And you’ve dealt with all of this admirably throughout your life.”
“Well, that’s because I was lucky,” I said.
Warren raised those bushy eyebrows of his in puzzlement.
“Lucky?”
I turned to look at him.
“Yeah. I had you the whole time, old man,” I said.
I reached forward, hugging him.
“Thanks for always being there. I don’t know what would have happened to me if you hadn’t been.”
I pulled away. Warren’s eyes had turned glassy and he didn’t say anything.
I knew it was because his voice would come out thick with emotion.
I smiled.
Sometimes things that seemed like catastrophes in life turned out to be blessings in disguise – only they didn’t reveal themselves to be that until later on.
Warren brushed at his face and looked away. He sniveled some.
“So, uh, so what’d you think of that beer there?” he asked, his voice a little shaky.
I smiled big.
 
“Where do I put in my order for a keg?”
 
 



 
 
Chapter 75
 
“All right, everyone,” she said in a tired, scratchy voice. “Here we are.”
Kara threw the Volvo into park in front of the airline terminal. I unbuckled my seatbelt and opened the car door. A whoosh of cold air hit me as I stepped out into the twilight.
The sun hadn’t come up yet, and though I was used to being awake at this hour, I knew that Kara was not by her uncharacteristically haphazard outfit of tennis shoes, sweats, and bedhead hair. It made the fact that she had gotten up so early to drop us off at the airport all the more meaningful to me.
She stepped out of the car and walked around to the trunk. Daniel met her there, pulling out our suitcases and bringing them over to the curb.
I stopped by the backseat to say goodbye to little Laila. She was asleep in the car seat, her soft features taking on an angelic quality in the dim light. 
I smiled, then reached through the unrolled window, lightly brushing the side of her cheek.
“See you soon, Laila girl.”
She kept right on sleeping – which was exactly what I wanted.
I went over to the curb, meeting Daniel and my best friend.
“Thanks for driving us, Kara,” Daniel said.
“It means a lot,” I added, giving her a hug.
“Are you kidding?” she said, her voice still scratchy. “It was no big deal. I’m always up at this hour with Laila.”
I pulled away.
“Liar,” I said, smiling.
She put her hands up.
“All right – you got me. John’s always the one up with Laila in the morning. You know me, Cin – early mornings were never my thing.”
I grabbed the handle of my suitcase and looked at her for a long moment.
“So lay it on us before we go – how many copies did you sell yesterday?”
She waved a hand at me, looking slightly embarrassed suddenly.
“C’mon,” I said. “We want to know.”
She cleared her throat, staring down at the asphalt. 
“Okay, fine,” she mumbled in a barely audible voice. “It was… it was 30.”
I felt my eyes widen.
“Thirty books! You sold thirty books yesterday?”
“Kara – that’s incredible,” Daniel said, looking impressed.
She bit her lip, trying to suppress a grin. But in the end, that beautiful smile of hers came beaming through.
“Beginner’s luck I guess,” she said. 
“Or maybe just a really great book,” I said.
“Hopefully by the time you guys get back, I’ll have the first draft of the follow-up written.”
Kara was trying hard to play it cool, but I could see just how excited she was about her new side career.
Maybe it wouldn’t be a side career for all that long.
“Well, you guys better get going so you don’t miss your flight,” she said. “Be careful out there, okay? I’ll check in on the pie shop every now and then to make sure those three hell-raisers you hired aren’t burning the place down.”
I laughed at the image of Tiana, Ian, and Tobias being hell-raisers or anything but the wonderful, kind people that they were.
Then I gripped the handle of my suitcase and gazed at her one last moment before leaving.
“You’re such a good friend, Kara.”
“Takes one to know one,” she said, winking.
I looked over at Daniel and nodded.
A moment later, we were wheeling our luggage through the revolving glass doors of the Redmond Airport.
 



 
 
Chapter 76
 
I sat in a row of chairs facing a large window that framed the runway. I watched as a plane in the distance began to descend, growing bigger and bigger in the skies overhead. A few moments later, it came into full view as it touched down. It rushed past the window, eventually slowing and then circling the sprawling concrete pad.
The sun had just risen into a brilliant, blue Central Oregon sky. The juniper trees that dotted the arid desert land around the airport remained motionless in the still morning, reaching up to that infinite blue with their limbs.
I’d heard on the radio in Kara’s car that Central Oregon was in for an unseasonably warm week ahead, with the mercury set to hit the low 80s for several days in a row.
Though it seemed strange to have such weather this time of year, it wasn’t unusual to see a warm snap like this at the tail end of February in Christmas River. The blissful warmth would last for a few days, then temperatures would once again plummet to their usual icy reaches until May. But the few days of warm weather always had a way of giving us Central Oregonians hope for the spring.
“They didn’t have hazelnut coffee, Cin, but I got you the dark roast and some hazelnut creamer instead.”
Daniel handed me a hot paper cup.
“That’s just as good. Thanks, hon.”
“Can I get you anything else?”
“Just you,” I said with a smile.
He sat in the seat next to me and reached for my hand, squeezing it.
“I think I just saw our plane come in.”
“Glad to see that it’s on schedule,” he said. “You know last time I was on a plane, I was flying down to Fresno and the flight got delayed by five hours. Only, nobody told us at the time that it was going to be that long. They kept pushing it back by twenty minute increments. It got so that I wasn’t sure if we were ever taking off and…”
Daniel had already told me this story, but I knew he was telling it to me again to ease my nerves.
I always got a little anxious before take-off.
“This other time, when I was still with Fresno P.D., I had to go to Boston for a special training my boss wanted my partner and I to go to,” Daniel continued. “The return leg got cancelled because of bad weather. But one thing the airlines don’t tell you when you’re booking the flight is that they don’t comp hotel rooms if the delay is related to Mother Nature.” 
Daniel had already told me this story, too. 
“All the hotels were booked up in Boston that weekend,” he continued. “So Adam and I ended up having to drive all the way to—”
I gripped Daniel’s hand and turned in my seat to look at him.
He stopped speaking, seeing the seriousness in my expression.
“I want to tell you something,” I said.
I gazed deep into his eyes.
“I love you. Somehow every day I love you more than the one before. And today… today I love you most of all.”
I glanced out the window, watching as the plane that had just landed come to a stop at our gate.
“You’ve been so good to me,” I said. “You’re everything I ever hoped for in my life, Daniel. My whole world. And I don’t know how I ever found you. Or how I got so lucky.”
He gazed at me with a loving expression.
Then he reached forward, brushing my cheek.
“I know that feeling, too, darlin,’” he said softly. “And just so you know, Cin: I’m always going to be here to face the storms with you. Today’s storms and tomorrow’s. No matter what it looks like ahead, no matter how dark things get, I’ll be standing right here.
“Always.”
In that moment, I thought about what my mom had said to me all those years ago. About always doing things for yourself and never relying on a man for anything.
She wasn’t wrong, and I’d taken her advice, making my own way in the world.
But I’d been lucky with Daniel.
I’d been lucky to find someone who would stick by my side.
Someone to rely on, in thick and thin.
A man who stood by his word.
With him holding my hand, I knew I could get through anything.
A voice broke over the speaker. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, in just a few minutes, we’ll start boarding for Flight 879, service to Philadelphia starting with our rewards members, families with young children, and…”
I gazed into Daniel’s calm, placid green eyes and gave him a small smile.
It hadn’t been the easy choice to push off our Ireland vacation until the spring. 
 
But as I sat there waiting to board, watching the sun rise higher into the brilliant Central Oregon sky, I knew without a doubt that it was the right one.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The End
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