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      “Don’t talk to me yet,” Orson Hawley mumbled over his steaming mug. “I haven’t had nearly enough coffee this morning to deal with people.”

      “What’s the matter with you today?” Maggie Sharpe looked over her oldest and sometimes favorite employee, despite his rough edges.

      “Nothing,” Orson said, waving her off. “I’m just an old man with an attitude.”

      “You’re old enough to have earned the right,” Myra Sawyer Macklin commented from behind the counter. As another Dogwood Donuts employee, Myra had plenty to say about Orson’s demeanor. As the person he lived with, Maggie was content to let her have the last say.

      Maggie left both of her employees out front and retreated to the back to speak with her best friend and business partner, Ruby Cobb. With Valentine’s Day just two weeks away, Maggie feared they would not be ready for the changes to the menu to celebrate the holiday all month long. She blamed herself and her upcoming wedding as the reason for the distraction.

      “Sounds like Orson is right on track for a Monday morning,” Ruby said. She stood over the prep table and massaged her neck and shoulders. “I don’t know why, but I woke up with the worst knot in my neck this morning.”

      “I woke up with a headache,” Maggie said. “For this being the season of love, it sure feels like the season of pains in the neck.” She moved beside Ruby and began working at slicing up tomatoes for her Caprese salad.

      “Why does this stuff have to smell so good?” Naomi asked as she passed by the prep table. She headed to the baker’s area with the ingredients for her menu offering for the month of February. She had made her case with Maggie and Ruby to pick a new variety for the Month of Love.

      Naomi assembled her dry ingredients. She measured the flour, baking soda, baking powder, salt, and sugar in a large bowl. She mixed eggs, almond extract, vanilla bean paste, and sour cream in a separate bowl. Slowly, she added melted butter to the dry ingredients in the extra-large food processor, then poured the egg mixture in a little at a time. She added dried cherries into the mixture and formed the scones on the floured table top with her hands.

      “Those look so good,” Maggie said. She moved to the side of the baker’s table and watched as Naomi’s hands moved quickly. After the scones were formed and cut out, Naomi made a vanilla cream spread to be served with each scone.

      “I hope so,” Naomi said. “Unlike the two of you, I am a little out of my element here.”

      “Bologna,” Ruby said from the prep table. “You’re a pro at this by now. I’m very much in awe of you.”

      Naomi stopped what she was doing and looked straight at Ruby. “Thank you,” she managed to say, blinking back tears.

      “Well, I for one am in a great big hurry to try them because they look delicious,” Maggie said. “Did you find the cherry jam I ordered? I think it’s in the store room.”

      Naomi nodded. “I did find it, and I may or may not have already tried it out.”

      “What are you ladies carrying on about back here?” Orson asked. He pushed his way through the swinging door into the kitchen and stood glaring at them with his arms folded over his chest.

      “Orson, what’s the matter?” Maggie asked him. “Is something wrong out front?”

      “Well, if you gals must know, there is a crowd forming out there and Myra is doing her level best to handle it all by herself,” Orson said. “All the while the three of you are back here gabbing about something or another.”

      “I’m on it,” Maggie said. She set her knife down on the prep table and followed Orson out into the dining room. When she pushed through the door she stopped behind Myra, who was at the register waiting on a grand total of two customers.

      “Maggie,” Myra said when she saw her. “Is everything okay?”

      Maggie dropped her shoulders and sighed. “I just thought I would check with you and make sure you didn’t need any help.”

      Myra smiled at the two customers and assured them that she would be right out with their order. She turned to Maggie. “Did Orson go back there to fetch you so you could come up here and help me?”

      “He did, but I don’t want to make a big deal about it. He seems preoccupied about something,” she whispered.

      Myra glanced over Maggie’s shoulder at the kitchen door. “I don’t know what’s wrong with him right now, but he hasn’t been the same since yesterday.”

      “What happened yesterday?”

      “I don’t exactly know,” Myra said. “Right after Brooks brought in the mail, Orson started in with his attitude. I don’t know what he might have gotten in the mail or who it was from, but it upset him something awful.”

      “Have you tried to talk to him?” Maggie asked.

      “Yup, and Brooks even tried,” Myra said, shaking her head. “When Brooks can’t get through to him, we know there’s a real problem. He’s even driving Gretchen nuts. She called me last night and asked if there was anything she could do to help.”

      “What are we going to do about this?” Maggie asked.

      “I think we need an intervention of sorts,” Myra said. “What do you think?”

      “Lunch with the guys?”

      Myra smiled. “I’ll text Brooks.”

      “I’ll text Brett,” Maggie said. “It’s his day off anyway.” She headed back to the kitchen and went straight to her office after her phone. She scooped it up off of her desk and sent a quick text to him. “You busy, Sheriff?”

      “Just hanging out with the guys,” Brett texted back. As county sheriff, days off were rare. “What’s up?”

      “Do you have time to hang out with another guy?” Maggie replied.

      “Who do you have in mind?” Brett asked.

      “Orson. Something is eating at him,” Maggie wrote. “No one can get through to him. Maybe you can stop by here and see what you can do.”

      “Can I bring a friend?”

      Maggie smiled as she texted. “The more the merrier. I think Myra is trying to get Brooks here, too.”

      “Do I get lunch if I come?” Brett asked adding a winky face emoji to his text.

      “Of course, you do,” Maggie responded. “I’ll put your order in to the chef right away. How many are we feeding?”

      “Two,” Brett wrote back, with no further explanation.

      Just before noon, Brooks arrived at the donut shop in his uniform. As police chief, his days off were also few and far between. Maggie held the door open for him when he came in. She directed him to the Old Timer’s table where Orson was already seated. Two more old men sat across from him. Brooks said nothing when he took a seat.

      Maggie headed back to the kitchen and returned with a boxed lunch for him. She said nothing when she set it down in front of him. Orson eyed them and sipped his coffee. A second later, she spotted Brett’s pickup truck in the parking lot. She watched with curiosity as he shut the driver’s door and rushed around to the other side. He opened the rear passenger door. A second later, he stepped out. Wyatt, Maggie’s grandson, was in his arms.

      “Well, look at that,” Brooks said. He sat back in his seat. “We’ve got ourselves a special guest for lunch.” When they arrived inside, Brett retrieved a booster seat from the stack in the corner and carried Wyatt to the table. He pulled out a seat next to Brooks. Together, they secured the seat to the chair.

      “What are you up to, buddy?” Orson asked the little boy. No matter what was on his mind, he was unable to resist eliciting a smile from one of the little ones.

      Wyatt glanced up at Maggie once. She watched the interaction from behind the counter. He pointed his little finger at Brett. “Papa,” he said.

      Maggie had to turn around. She felt her insides melt a little. When she did steal a glance back at the table, she caught Brett swiping a tear from his eye. It was the first time the small boy had addressed Brett as his “papa.”

      “Did you just hear that?” Brooks leaned over and hugged the little boy. “Is that your papa, Wyatt?”

      “So, what’s going on today, fellas?” Orson asked Brett. Myra said nothing as she set two boxed lunches in front of Brett and Wyatt. She returned a second later with a carton of chocolate milk for Wyatt.

      “What’s going on with you, Orson?” Brett asked. He carefully opened the carton for the small boy and arranged his lunch.

      Orson glanced over at the counter, and then back at Brett and Brooks. “Oh, okay,” he said, shaking his head. “I think I get what’s going on here. You two guys are here because these ladies think I’m having a bad day, so they decided to bring you in here. Is that what it is?”

      Maggie held her breath. Orson was onto her scheme, and he was less than impressed with it. She raised her head up in time to see him stand up from his chair and head out the door. Brooks and Brett turned around and watched as well. Orson walked slowly across the parking lot and climbed into his car to leave.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “That was a wasted effort,” Myra said a half hour later. She was seated at the counter on one of the bar stools flicking sprinkles on a napkin she had unfolded.

      “Agreed,” Maggie said. She folded her hands beneath her chin and closed her eyes. She could hear Wyatt squeal with delight behind her. Brett had just revealed Wyatt’s treat to him, his favorite chocolate sprinkle donut. Despite the fact that his grandmother and his father owned donut shops, the tot was not often given the chance to indulge in the pastries.

      “Looks like we’ve got someone coming in,” Myra said when the front door chimed.

      “I’ve got it,” Maggie said. “You just sit there and continue your game.”

      Myra chuckled and wadded the napkin up with the sprinkles inside it. Maggie rose from her seat and walked around the counter. She stopped in front of the iPad and faked her best customer service smile. Her mind was still on Orson and whatever was eating at him.

      “Can I help you?” she asked the tall and lanky man in front of her. He was her age, maybe a little older, with a thick shock of gray hair standing up on his head. There was something about him that was familiar to her, even just slightly.

      “I’m, um, looking for someone,” he said. “And I heard he works here.”

      The man’s words caught the attention of the two law enforcement officers behind him. Maggie watched as Brett’s eyes went up and he glanced at Brooks.

      “Okay, who are you looking for?” Maggie asked.

      “My father,” the man said. “Orson Hawley.”

      Maggie gasped. The breath went out of her, and she blinked rapidly. “I beg your pardon,” she said. “Orson is your father?” It dawned on her that was the familiarity she noticed in the man’s appearance.

      “That’s what I’ve been told,” he said. He smiled weakly and extended his hand across the counter to her. “Toby Hawley. I have just recently come across this information, and I would like to meet my father.” Maggie looked past him at Brooks. Her eyes pleaded for help. Brooks stood and made his way across the dining room and stopped in front of the man.

      “I’m Chief Macklin,” Brooks said. He extended his hand to the man. Toby turned around to face him with his hands behind his back. After a moment, he extended his hand slowly and shook with Brooks.

      “I don’t want any trouble, sir,” Toby said. He kept his eyes averted slightly.

      Brooks smiled broadly and released his hand after a few shakes. “I’m not saying that you are,” Brooks said. “But I know Orson very well. As a matter of fact, he lives with my wife and me.”

      Toby took an entire step back. “Orson lives with you? Is he retired now?” he asked.

      “Oh, no, nothing like that,” Brooks said. “We invited him to move in with us when he got a little older, you know, just so he wouldn’t be by himself in that old house of his all alone when the water heater went out or some other appliance decided not to work.”

      Maggie was puzzled at the choice of words Brooks spoke. To her knowledge, the water heater had never been a problem for Orson in his old house. She wondered why Myra had not stepped forward yet, either.

      “Orson’s house was that bad off?” Toby asked.

      Maggie opened her mouth to speak but caught a stern shake of the head from Brett, who was watching the entire scene with keen interest. She was even more shocked when Brett whispered a few words to Delbert, one of the regulars at the Old Timer’s table. The old man rose swiftly and took a seat next to Wyatt. Brett stood and walked across the dining room and leaned against the counter just a couple of feet from Maggie. “Go get Wyatt,” he mouthed to her.

      Maggie rushed around the counter and walked quickly to Wyatt. She unbuckled the booster seat restraint and scooped him up, then headed around the other side of the counter toward the back.

      “Here,” Naomi said just inside the swinging door. “I’ve got him. You might be needed out there.” Maggie nodded and passed the baby off to her.

      “How are you, Sheriff?” Brooks said. He made it clear who Brett was, despite his street clothes. “You enjoying your day off?”

      “Just hanging out here with my grandson,” Brett said. He looked at Toby, “So, you’re Orson’s son? I don’t recall him ever saying that he had a son.”

      Every muscle in the man’s body tensed when Brett spoke. “Look,” he said, holding a finger in front of him about hip level. “I’m just here to speak to my dad. I don’t want any trouble with the cops. I just want to talk to my father. He owes me that much.”

      Maggie felt inclined to add her thoughts. “Mr. Hawley. Toby,” she said. “You have to understand that Orson is family to all of us. The sheriff and the chief of police are close friends of his and they watch out for him. So, when a stranger wanders into his place of employment asking questions about him, we tend to want to circle the wagons around him.” She caught an approving nod from Brett as she spoke.

      “So, that’s it? That’s all I get? You’re not going to tell me where he is?” Toby said. He stopped closer to the counter and pushed a stack of napkins over.

      “Okay,” Brett said. “That’s about enough of that.” He took a step toward the man.

      “Hold up a second, Sheriff,” Brooks said. He raised his hands up and approached the man. “This doesn’t have to go like this, okay, Toby? Why don’t we all just take a deep breath here for a second and relax.”

      “I don’t want any trouble,” Toby said again. Maggie bit her tongue to prevent herself from uttering a snarky reply about her napkins.

      “Then why don’t we do this,” Brooks said. “You give me your contact information and I will make sure Orson gets it. If he is agreeable to it, maybe this nice lady here will let us come back later tonight and use her restaurant as a meeting place. You can talk to your father, and we can make sure everything is fine and dandy.”

      Toby turned back to look at Maggie. “Fine, but I don’t want donuts for dinner,” he said.

      “Maybe you could show a little bit of cooperation by picking up the mess you just made and thanking this nice woman for even being open to having us here in the first place,” Brooks said. His words had an edge of warning in them.

      “We could order pizzas,” Brett offered. “But that’s only if everyone is going to play nice.”

      “And if Orson agrees to it,” Brooks repeated.

      Toby nodded. He looked at the napkins on the floor and smirked. “Yeah, okay,” he said. “If that’s the way we’re going to do this, that’s fine.” He turned on his heels and headed back out the way he came.

      Brett walked to the windows and watched him leave. Maggie began cleaning up the mess. Her heart raced as she picked up the pile of napkins from the floor.

      “Let’s go back to the kitchen and talk,” Brooks suggested.

      Ruby met them at the kitchen door and nodded. “You go on back there, Myra,” she said. “You’re as involved in this as anyone.” Naomi followed her out front with Wyatt.

      “What in the heck was that all about?” Maggie asked.

      “That was probably what has Orson so tied up in knots right now,” Brooks observed. “I think he got a letter or something from this guy and that’s why he has been so much fun to live with.”

      “Do you think this guy is legit?” Myra asked. Her eyes brimmed with tears.

      “I don’t know,” Brooks said. He hugged his wife reassuringly. “I think the first thing we need to do is fill Orson in on what’s happening. He has the right to know what happened here.”

      “Orson is back,” Ruby called from out front.

      “Looks like we’re not going to have to wait very long,” Maggie said.

      “We need to be honest and lay everything out in the open,” Brooks reminded them just before Ruby directed Orson into the kitchen.

      He stopped just inside of the door and stared at each of them. “What's going on here?” he asked. “Did I just sprout a second head?”

      “We just had a visitor, Orson,” Brooks said. “He said his name is Toby Hawley and he claims he is your son.”

      Orson hung his head and shook it side to side. “I know who he is. I just didn’t think he was going to show up here.”

      “Is this guy legit? Because he shows some concerning signs,” Brett said.

      He shrugged. “He might be my son. I honestly don’t know whether he is or not. I knew his mother. We dated once or twice fifty years ago, but she never once mentioned a pregnancy.”

      “What signs are you worried about?” Maggie asked.

      “Well, smacking the napkins off the counter, for one thing,” Brett said.

      “He did that? I'm so sorry, Maggie,” Orson said.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” she said. “You’re not to blame for anything.”

      “I have to say there was something in the way he stood,” Brooks said. “He kept his hands behind his back like he was used to them being in handcuffs.”

      “I picked up on that too,” Brett said.

      “What does that mean?” Myra asked.

      “Probably that he has served time in prison,” Brooks said.

      “This day just keeps getting better and better,” Orson grumbled.

      “Here’s the thing,” Brett said. “Brooks suggested a meeting, here tonight. We can order in pizzas and sit around and talk. If you’re up to it.”

      “Meet him here? All of us?” Orson asked.

      “Unless you don’t want all of us involved,” Maggie spoke up. “We’re concerned about you, but we will all back off if you don’t want our help.”

      Orson folded his hands in front of him and gritted his teeth. He began to shake his head back and forth. “No! I don’t want you all involved,” he said. “This is my problem to deal with and I would appreciate it if the rest of you would let me handle things on my own.”

      Shortly after, Maggie waved to Wyatt as Brett carried him back outside to his pickup truck. He had promised to return the little boy to his father in Hunter Springs. Despite the distraction from Orson’s situation, she was still delighted with the visit from her small grandson and his relationship with Brett. She planned to call her son later to gush about the experience.

      Naomi produced the first trays of her cherry vanilla cream scones around ten. Their debut had been pushed back with the dramatics of the morning. Maggie helped her carry more trays to the display case and watched as the customers in the dining room flocked to see the new addition.

      The trays were sold out before noon. “I think that ranks as a success,” Ruby said when she sat with Maggie for their lunch break.

      “The only problem I see with the cherry vanilla cream scones is the amount of extra work it takes to give the customer the jam and vanilla cream when they order one.”

      “Why don’t we prep the jam and vanilla cream separately tomorrow?” Ruby asked. “We do have plenty of those one ounce cups with lids. I ordered a bunch of them several months back thinking we could use them for some of my boxed lunch ideas.”

      “Why didn’t we ever use them?” Maggie asked. She tried to think back to when Ruby had ordered them.

      “I found a divided container that worked better,” Ruby said. “Anyway, we have a bunch of them just sitting in boxes back there in the store room.”

      “This is why we have such a good partnership,” Maggie said. “Because at least you know what you’re doing.”

      “And you don’t? Maggie, you have made this place a raging success,” Ruby said.

      “Thank you for saying that.” Maggie blushed. “I was just kidding around, but that is really nice of you to say.”

      Orson stood in front of the counter arranging the stack of napkins in front of the register and cleared his throat. He glanced twice in their direction, then cleared his throat again.

      “If there’s something you want to talk about, just come on over,” Ruby said. Orson folded his arms and headed into the kitchen.

      “What do you suppose that’s about?” Maggie asked.

      Before Ruby could answer, Orson pushed through the swinging door again and made a beeline for their booth. “I want to say something,” Orson said.

      “Okay,” Ruby said. “We’re all ears.”

      He cleared his throat again. “I may have been too hasty earlier,” he said. “And far too rude about the subject. Heck, I have been rude all morning, and I apologize for it.”

      “You don’t have to apologize, Orson,” Maggie said. “We’re all family here.”

      “She’s right, old man,” Ruby said with a wink.

      “That is more kind than the two of you have to be to me,” Orson continued. “But as much as I love this little family we have here, I am running out of time in my life to connect to any of my own family. So, if it is alright with you, I would like to arrange that dinner with Toby tonight.”

      “Okay,” Maggie nodded. “We can make that happen. The question is, who do you want to be here?”

      “I think it’s a good idea to have at least Brooks and Myra here,” Ruby chimed in.

      Orson agreed. “I’d like to have the two of you and Brett around as well. I’ll ask Naomi if she would mind sitting with Lexi while her parents are here.”

      “Okay, then,” Maggie said. “Why don’t you contact Toby and set it all up?”

      “And we’ll take care of the pizzas,” Ruby said. “You just let me know what you want, and I will arrange to have them delivered.”

      “Thanks,” Orson said. He turned to leave, then stopped and faced them again. “You have to know how hard this is for a man like me. Making apologies and amends has never been a talent of mine. But I am trying.”

      “That’s all anyone can ever ask for,” Maggie said. She stood up and embraced the gruff older man.

      “Alright, alright,” Orson said, smiling. “Enough of that. You two finish up here so I can take a break. All you do is sit here and eat.” He muttered to himself all the way back to the kitchen.
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      Maggie carried a small box from the backseat of her car through the doorway into the kitchen just after six that night. Ruby held the door for her. “What are those?” she asked Maggie.

      “Wine glasses,” Maggie said. “I bought a couple of bottles of wine to go with our pizza.”

      Ruby chuckled. “I made a couple of cheesecakes when I got home from work,” she said.

      “We’re too much sometimes.”

      “Who’s too much?” Myra asked from the store room. She appeared with a stack of napkins for the front.

      “The two of us,” Maggie said. “I brought wine and wine glasses, and Ruby made a couple of cheesecakes for dessert.”

      Myra cackled. “Then I don’t feel so bad for baking garlic bread sticks,” she said. They laughed together.

      “What’s so funny?” Orson asked from the kitchen doorway.

      “Just the fact that the three of us aren’t satisfied with simply ordering pizza,” Maggie said.

      “Whatever you say.” Orson shrugged and headed back out into the dining area. Toby was expected to arrive by seven. The pizzas had been ordered and scheduled to arrive shortly afterward.

      “Did you notice what he’s wearing?” Myra asked quietly.

      “His suit? I saw that the moment I got here,” Ruby said.

      “It’s the third thing he tried on,” Myra said. “He’s so nervous about all of this.”

      “I’m nervous for him,” Ruby said.

      “I wonder what Brett and Brooks found out about Toby,” Maggie said. Myra’s eyes widened. “What? Do you honestly think the two of them haven’t run that man’s name through every database available to them? I bet they show up here with his entire legal and credit history.”

      “Printed out, in triplicate,” Ruby added.

      Maggie shook her head and picked up the wine bottles to place in the cooler until dinner. Ruby searched the storage room for dinner plates and cutlery while Myra texted Brooks. He had gone to pick up Brett, explaining that the two of them had police matters to discuss before the visit. All three of the women joked that they were sure who the subject of their discussion was.

      Shortly before seven, Maggie heard two car doors closing just outside of the back door. Brooks and Brett had arrived at last with very little time to spare. She hoped that it was the two of them, because allowing Toby to walk through the back of her business was not something she wanted to do.

      “About time,” Myra said to her husband when he walked into the kitchen. Maggie smiled at Brett and noted the grim look on his face.

      “You look like the cat who ate the canary,” she said when he made his way up to her. “Why do I think you have some information about this Toby person?”

      “Because I do,” Brett whispered. “And so does Brooks.”

      “Someone just pulled up out front,” Ruby announced. She walked back out into the kitchen from the office where she had just been to check the cameras to watch for Toby.

      “Well, if that’s the pizza, they’re early,” Myra said.

      Maggie headed to the front and found Orson watching out the front windows. He turned to look at them, pale faced, as they all filed in from the kitchen. “I think that’s him,” he said.

      She watched as Toby stepped out of his car. He moved around behind the car and approached the passenger door. He opened it and a woman stepped out. She continued to watch as they made their way up the sidewalk and to the front door.

      The woman entered first. She looked around the room and spotted Orson. “Well, if it isn’t the absentee father, in the flesh,” she said. Her voice had the quality of a yelping chihuahua.

      “Hey,” Myra said. “Let’s be nice to each other.”

      Orson turned toward Toby. He inhaled and stepped toward him. “I’m Orson Hawley,” he said, extending his hand.

      “Why don't you explain yourself first,” the woman said.

      “I can speak for myself, Kara.” Toby moved ahead of the woman. “I’m Toby.” He held out his hand and moved toward Orson.

      “It’s not that easy,” Kara said. She stepped between them and pushed Toby’s hand back. She placed herself in front of Orson and folded her arms over her chest. She was dressed in a pair of ill-fitting jeans, tight and slung low on her hips. Her abdomen hung over the waistband, and she was barely covered by the button-up flannel shirt she wore over a tank top.

      Maggie felt her ire rise like bile in her throat. “Why don’t we all take a seat and calm down?” she said. “The pizzas will be here in just a few minutes. We can eat together and let the conversation flow.”

      Kara turned to look at her. “Who are these people, Toby? Why are they even a part of this?”

      Maggie waited for Toby to answer the question. When he failed to respond, she decided to weigh in again.

      “Well, I’m Maggie Sharpe, owner of this place you’re standing in,” she said. “And that’s my business partner, Ruby Cobb.”

      Toby turned to his companion. “I told you, these people set up this meeting,” he said. “Let’s just please have a seat so I can talk to my father.” He held out his arm to the woman. Kara grumbled as they walked to the table Ruby had arranged in the middle of the dining room.

      “So, where is this pizza anyway?” Kara said when she sat down.

      “It is on its way,” Myra said with a smile. “By the way, my name is Myra Macklin, and this is my husband, Brooks.”

      “And you two are the ones sponging off of him and living in his house?” Kara snapped. Toby sat back in his chair and remained silent.

      “Well, the truth is, they do not live with me,” Orson spoke up at last. “I live with them. It’s their house and they created a room for me there.”

      “Oh, really,” Kara said. “Well, you do know that a lawyer might see that differently. Why would a young couple take in an old man, anyway? If what you’re saying has any truth in it, I think that’s fishy.”

      “Kara,” Toby said weakly.

      “No, I want to know,” Kara said. She raised her voice. “Why do you even have to work? Don’t you receive some sort of retirement money?”

      “I work because I enjoy being around these people,” Orson said. “And I would really like to have this conversation with Toby.”

      Kara’s mouth fell open. She looked over at Toby and smacked him hard on the leg. “Are you going to let this jerk speak to me this way?”

      “Hey,” Brett said. “Name calling is not okay.”

      “And just who are you?” Kara fired at Brett.

      “Kara, stop,” Toby urged her.

      “I’m the county sheriff, and he’s the chief of police.” He pointed at Brooks.

      Kara turned to Toby. “You are being harassed by the cops now? That’s just wonderful.”

      Maggie stood up and headed to the door to meet the pizza delivery driver. She could hear more murmuring between Toby and Kara behind her while she paid for the pizzas. Brett appeared behind her to help carry the boxes back to the table.

      “Finally,” Kara said. She stood up and made her way to the pizza boxes before Maggie and Brett set them down.

      “Let’s hang on a second,” Orson said. Maggie looked over at him. His face was reddening and sweat dripped down his forehead. “Why don’t we all have a seat and let the two of them set the pizzas down before we jump in?”

      “Are you serious right now?” Kara asked. “You abandoned him for all these years, and you want me to step back from the pizza boxes?”

      “We don’t even know if I’m Toby’s father,” Orson muttered. His patience was clearing wearing thin.

      “Yes, we do.” Kara turned to Toby. “Tell him! Tell him what you found online.”

      Toby sighed and cleared his throat. Kara pushed Maggie out of her way and began opening the pizza boxes. “When I submitted my DNA to the genetic search website, it matched with Orson’s and said he was a close relative or a parent,” Toby said.

      “Orson, did you take a DNA test?”

      Orson shook his head slowly. “I have never submitted my DNA for testing to anybody,” he said. “I don’t have any clue what you’re talking about.”

      “Oh, come on,” Kara said. “One look at the two of you and it’s easy to see that you’re father and son.”

      “You did know my mother, didn’t you?” Toby asked. “Gladys.”

      Orson nodded his head. “I did know her, and we went on two dates,” he said.

      “So, you clearly could be the father.” Kara smirked.

      Orson shook his head. “To my memory, I’m not so sure that’s possible.”

      “I’ve heard about enough of this,” Kara said. She carried her plate stacked high with pizza back to her chair. “What are you going to do to make up for this? You owe Toby back child support.”

      Brett chuckled and shook his head. “Okay, that’s not how this works,” he said.

      “I don’t think you need to step into this, Sheriff,” Kara said. “I know a very good attorney who loves to sue the cops.”

      “Okay,” Orson said. He planted his hands on the table and stood up. “Toby, if you would like to have a conversation, one on one, you know how to reach me. This dinner is over with. I am tired and I want to say goodnight.”

      “Are you serious? You coward! I can’t believe you’re going to run away from your responsibilities again,” Kara shouted. The nasal quality of her voice only increased when she raised it. “Slime! You are nothing but a slimy, grimy man!”

      Orson pushed his chair back and walked away from the table. He made it as far as the counter before he collapsed into a heap on the floor.

      Brooks was the first one to Orson’s side. He eased him onto his back and checked his airway. Myra was right behind him. She knelt beside him and burst into tears. Maggie looked up at Brett. He moved to the side of the room with his phone up to his ear. Wordlessly he handed his cell phone to Brooks.

      Maggie watched helplessly as Brooks attended to Orson with the phone to his ear. Sirens wailed in the distance while Myra continued to cry by his side. Ruby stepped back and behind the counter. Maggie noted her stare as she kept Toby and Kara in her line of sight.

      Kara continued to eat the slice of pizza in her hand while the ambulance pulled into the parking lot. Lights reflected off of the stainless steel refrigerators behind the counter. Maggie would remember this moment for the rest of her life.
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      Maggie stood up again and made her way to the water fountain. She glanced at the clock. It was just after midnight. Myra and Brooks had gone home around ten o’clock to see Lexi. Naomi texted her after she left the Macklin house. She planned to join Ruby to open the donut shop the following morning.

      No one had come to see her since she arrived behind the ambulance just after eight. Brett had gone home for the night and Maggie had argued with him about leaving. She was determined not to leave the hospital until there was more word about Orson and his condition.

      Around three in the morning, someone shook her by the shoulders. Maggie woke up, looking into the face of a nurse she had not seen before. He offered Maggie a Styrofoam cup filled with piping hot black coffee and asked her to follow him.

      “You’re here with Mr. Hawley, is that correct?” he asked her when they moved to the hallway.

      Maggie nodded her head. “Is Orson alright? What happened?” she said.

      “Mr. Hawley has suffered a transient ischemic attack also known as a mini stroke,” the nurse said. “We are still unclear how much damage he has suffered, but since he was brought in so quickly there is a very good chance of recovery. However, given his age we can’t be sure just what level of recovery we are looking at.”

      There was a momentary pause. Maggie tried to calm her thoughts, unable to think of questions to pose.

      After a few moments, the nurse spoke again. “He is currently under sedation, just so we can give his brain and his body a rest.” Another long moment passed. “Can you tell me what happened last night? Was Mr. Hawley drinking or under any severe emotional stress?”

      Maggie wiped away the tears from her face. “There was a young man who just showed up and started making claims that Orson was his father.”

      “Oh, wow,” the nurse said. “That can be a very stressful situation. Was there anything else that happened right before he collapsed?”

      Maggie nodded. “We had arranged to have a meeting at my place of business with the man who claimed to be his son,” she explained. “There was a woman with him that none of us had met before and she began tearing into Orson about being a bad father. Even the man claiming to be his son tried to get her to leave Orson alone, but she was relentless.”

      The nurse nodded. “It sounds to me like this was brought on by acute emotional distress in addition to age and high cholesterol, although the official call will have to come from the doctors,” he said. “Was Mr. Hawley not aware that he had a son?”

      Maggie shook her head. “The man claims his DNA matched another online profile which is linked to Orson,” she said. “But Orson claims that he has never once submitted a DNA sample. I don’t know what is going on.”

      “Wow,” the nurse said. “That’s some mystery to solve there.”

      “It’s not the only mystery we have to figure out,” Brett’s voice called behind her. Maggie turned around to find him standing ten feet behind her, dressed in his work uniform.

      “What’s going on?” Maggie asked him. The nurse waited next to her.

      Brett sighed and nodded his head at the nurse. “I suppose you’re discussing Orson’s condition,” he said.

      “A mini stroke possibly brought on by acute stress and high cholesterol,” Maggie said.

      “Well, if that was brought on by stress, we sure don’t want him hearing about what we just found,” Brett said.

      “Okay, it has been a long night, and now you’re scaring me,” Maggie said. “What’s going on?”

      “We just got a call from a motel out on the highway halfway between here and the state line,” Brett said. “Kara Donaldson, the woman who showed up with Toby, was found in the parking lot behind the motel, run over by a vehicle and left for dead.”

      “And Toby? Is he hurt? Even if he turns out not to be Orson’s son, that will really upset him.”

      Brett shook his head. “Right now, Toby is sitting in a cell at the sheriff’s department waiting for his lawyer to get back in touch with him,” Brett said. “We have just picked him up for questioning in Kara Donaldson’s murder.”
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      Maggie left her car at the hospital. She followed Brett through the hospital parking lot to his car just before four in the morning. Bradley had offered to pick her car up after work with his kitchen manager Zeke Soren and drive it back to her house later in the morning. For the time being, Maggie planned to go home and sleep for a few hours.

      She was awakened at eight-thirty by a phone call. It was Myra. “The hospital just called,” she said. Maggie wiped the sleep from her eyes. Her blood chilled.

      “What did they say?” Maggie asked.

      “Orson is awake, and he’s talking,” Myra said. “He’s asking to see his family. I took Lexi to daycare already and was going to head over to the hospital. Do you want me to come and pick you up?”

      “Yes, please stop by here,” Maggie said. “I just need a few minutes to get ready.” Myra promised to be there within twenty minutes. Maggie rushed to take a fast shower and dress. She texted her son that she would pick her car up herself just before Myra pulled up in front of her house and beeped her horn.

      “I don’t know what we’re going to find when we get there,” she said when Maggie climbed into her car.

      “What do you mean?” Maggie asked.

      “I mean, I don’t know if Orson will have any lasting effects from the stroke,” Myra said.

      Maggie understood what she was trying to say. “Whatever the case is, we won’t let him see it in our faces,” she promised. Myra turned slightly toward her. “As far as I know, he hasn’t been told about Kara’s death and Toby’s arrest.”

      “I didn’t think he had,” Maggie said. “I have no plans of mentioning anything to him.”

      “But what if he asks us about Toby?” Myra said. “It’s just natural that Orson is going to be curious about where the man claiming to be his long lost son is, and how he reacted after collapsing.”

      “I know.” Maggie nodded. “I think we can tell him that he took off right after the ambulance left.”

      “Should we tell him that Kara ran back in and swiped a box of pizza?” Myra asked wryly.

      Maggie shook her head. “That might force us to have to explain where she’s at now. And if we tell him she is in the county coroner’s office, the next logical question will be-”

      “‘Where is my son,’” Myra said. “Although, I just can’t put my finger on it, but I don’t think this guy is his son.”

      “He looks like him,” Maggie admitted.

      “Only slightly,” Myra said.

      “I can’t get the DNA test out of my head.” Maggie frowned. “How is it that the history site could link the two of them together, but Orson claims he never took the test?”

      “Do you think he did take it, but just forgot?” Myra asked.

      “Does that seem like something you would forget about?”

      “No,” Myra said. “It honestly doesn’t sound like something I would forget about.”

      Maggie gazed out of the window. “But it also doesn’t sound like anything Orson would ever have done.”

      Myra pulled into the hospital parking lot and parked close to Maggie’s car. They walked in, gave their names to the receptionist, and were shown to Orson’s room. Myra had to stop twice to compose herself before they entered the room.

      Maggie kept to the edge of the room at first. An attendant was checking Orson’s vitals when they stepped in the door. She could see his long form under the sheet and thin blanket.

      “Orson,” Myra said when the technician left at last. She picked up his hand and hovered over him. “Can you hear me? Orson? It’s Myra.”

      Maggie stood at the foot of the bed. She had a full view of Orson, and watched as he opened one eyelid and peeked at Myra, then quickly shut it again. She watched him for another moment. When he looked again, Maggie was convinced that the old Orson was still in there somewhere.

      “Myra,” Maggie said. “Maybe you should run down to the nurses’ station and tell them he needs more water. I think his pitcher is empty.”

      Myra looked up at her, questioning. Maggie held her finger to her lips, and then held it up in the air and pointed at Orson. Myra grinned and nodded. “Okay, sure,” she said and even picked up the water pitcher from the table next to the bed.

      “As a matter of fact, I think I’ll go with you,” Maggie said with a wink. “I could surely use some more coffee this morning.” She marched in place for a moment. Myra followed suit. They stifled their giggles and silently watched Orson.

      A moment later, his eyes popped open, and he sat up slightly. He was wide-eyed when he found Maggie and Myra staring back at him. “Welcome back, Orson.”

      “Thought you went for coffee,” he whispered. His voice was weak, and he spoke slowly.

      “Thought you had a stroke,” Maggie said.

      “Well, I sort of did,” Orson said. He raised his right hand slowly. His fingers were drawn together, tucked in close to his palm. “It’s hard to straighten my fingers out. And my foot isn’t working so well, either.”

      Myra cleared her throat. “Can you walk?”

      “I think so,” Orson said. “I mean, they dragged me out of bed this morning by my hair and made me use one of those old folks’ walkers to relieve myself. I made it to the bathroom okay.”

      “That’s good news,” Maggie said with an encouraging smile. “Have they mentioned anything about physical therapy?”

      Orson shook his head. “Not yet, but they are threatening me with it,” he said. “In fact, they have said that I might need to spend a little time in a rehabilitation center, but I don’t really want to do that.”

      “We should check into the possibility of having the physical therapy take place at home,” Myra suggested. “That way you can get out of here and get back home to your own surroundings as soon as possible.”

      “Okay,” Orson said. He seemed surprised by her statement. “But what about this guy, Toby? What if he tries to step in and take over things for me. Can he do that?”

      Maggie shook her head. She hesitated before she spoke, The fear and apprehension were clear in Orson’s eyes. “I don’t think he can just claim to be your son and then swoop in and take over your life.”

      “Right. It isn’t like you suddenly became a child again overnight and lost the ability to make decisions for yourself,” Myra said.

      “I don’t see how this guy thinks he is my son,” Orson said slowly. “No matter what that DNA test claims.”

      Myra and Maggie exchanged a look. “Speaking of that, are you sure you never, ever took a DNA test somewhere? Not even at the doctor’s office?” Maggie asked.

      “I have never taken a DNA test,” Orson said. “Not even once. Not in my life.”

      “Then Toby must be lying about the test,” Myra said.

      “But you did know his mother, right?” Maggie confirmed.

      “Sure. I knew her,” Orson said quietly. “I think I even took her to dinner once or twice.”

      “But did you ever, you know?” Myra asked.

      Orson began to chuckle. His laughter led to a coughing fit. Maggie watched with concern while he coughed and coughed.

      “Not that I would ever kiss and tell,” he whispered. “But I sure don’t remember things going that far. I mean, we did go back to her place.”

      “Okay, we get the picture,” Myra said with her hands up and her eyes shut.

      “What happened to her?” Maggie asked. “This woman, whoever she was. Whatever happened to her?”

      “As far as I know, she went on to be a nurse somewhere,” Orson said. “She knew my brother better than she knew me. After our second date, I went into the army, and she stayed back home.”

      A nurse stepped into the room just then and announced that Orson needed to be moved for a test. She waited patiently while Myra and Maggie said their goodbyes. As she was leaving, Orson gripped Maggie’s hand with his good one. “Please don’t let them get control of me and my life,” he said. “Please stop them.”

      “Who, Orson? Are you talking about Toby and his girlfriend?” Before he could answer, the nurse stepped between them. Maggie nodded to Orson as she turned to leave his hospital room. She didn’t know what had him so concerned, but no matter what, she’d go to the ends of the earth to protect Orson.
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      “What are you going to do now?” Myra asked when they walked out of the hospital’s entrance together a short time later.

      “What do you mean?” Maggie asked. She was still focused on Orson’s request.

      “I heard what he said to you,” Myra said. “What are you going to do? How can we keep Toby from attempting to gain control of Orson’s life? I’m sure that’s why he’s here. They seemed surprised when they found out that Orson’s house wasn’t much to look at and that he lived with us now.”

      Maggie was stalling a little with her answer because she was unsure herself what she could do. “That makes me think he knows where you live.”

      “He would have to know where we live if he sent a letter to Orson,” Myra stated.

      “You’re right,” Maggie said. “I think the lack of sleep is getting to me. Listen, we’re going to make sure nobody gets to Orson. There’s no way anyone can change Orson’s status without his permission, and a man with no proof that Orson is his father really ought to have zero legal standing.”

      “Maybe you better head back home,” Myra said. “Are you sure you’re okay to drive back to Dogwood Mountain?”

      “I think I’ll stop by the donut shop here first,” Maggie said.

      “Okay,” Myra said. “I’m going to head back and help Ruby and Naomi out for a few hours. After that, I’m heading over to the Dogwood House to see Gretchen. I know she’s having fits that she can’t get away from the bed and breakfast right now. She said she’s got a full house but hopes to be able to see him tomorrow.”

      “Poor Gretchen. I’m lucky I have the staff I do, otherwise, I don’t know that I’d be able to see him either.”

      “I’ll do whatever I can to help her and you,” Myra said. “See you later.”

      “See you,” Maggie said. “And thanks for bringing me along with you.” She waved before getting into her car and heading the short distance to the donut shop. Her son’s truck was in the parking lot of the old filling station that had been remodeled into the donut shop. Maggie was pleased to see Zeke’s motorcycle parked next to it.

      “Mom? I didn’t expect to see you,” Bradley said from behind the counter. “I got your message about the car.”

      “Hey, Son. Any chance I can get a cup of strong coffee?”

      “You bet.” Bradley nodded. “Why don’t you go in the back, and I’ll bring it to you.”

      “Is Zeke back there?” Maggie asked.

      “Yes. He’s trying out that new scone recipe he got from Naomi. Or at least trying to figure out what she did to make them so good.”

      “Oh, so are we keeping recipes secrets from each other now?” Maggie chuckled.

      “Not exactly,” Bradley said. “Naomi shared the recipe, but he hasn’t made them come out quite the same just yet.”

      “Ah, I see.” Maggie headed back to the kitchen. Zeke stood over his table pressing the palm of his hand into a circle of scone dough. The table was a bit of an upgrade from the old baker’s table he had used. “What seems to be the problem?”

      Zeke looked up and jumped a little. He smiled slightly when he saw her. “You took me by surprise,” he said. “I’m here working on my third attempt at the cherry vanilla cream scones.”

      “Is it the vanilla cream you have an issue with?” Maggie asked.

      Zeke shook his head. “No, not the cream,” he said. “I even stockpiled a bunch of that cherry jam you guys are serving with them. I’m having trouble with the scones themselves.”

      “What seems to be the problem?” she asked. She bit her lip to keep from laughing right out loud. “Is it coming out tough?”

      Zeke’s eyes widened. “Yes! That's exactly what is happening,” he said.

      “Show me how you’re flattening out the dough before you cut the scones into shape,” Maggie said.

      Zeke nodded and moved the dough around in a half-circle, then began pressing his palms into it again. “See? I’m doing like I have always seen other bakers do,” Zeke said. “I don’t think I’ve ever had such a problem.”

      “I think I know what’s wrong,” Maggie said.

      “Please tell me.” Zeke stepped back from the table. “Enlighten me as best as you can because it’s just gotten worse lately and I can hardly stand it.”

      “Worse since you have gotten this new table?” Maggie asked.

      Zeke began nodding his head slowly. “As a matter of fact, yes,” he said. “Wait, how did you know that?”

      “Because the lower table gives you more power in your hands, Zeke,” Maggie said with a laugh. “You are overworking the gluten. You’re stronger than you realize and that makes the scones tough. I bet your homemade bread isn’t great, either.”

      “Only the no-knead variety.” Zeke laughed. “Okay. I see your point. I’ve noticed that I can pack more punch in everything with this new table.”

      “You’ll have to let me know if the next batch turns out better,” Maggie said.

      “So, Mom,” Bradley said. He entered the kitchen and set a large to-go cup of steaming coffee in front of her. “What brings you by? I figured you’d be at home trying to catch up on lost sleep.”

      “I thought I’d check in with you before I went back home,” Maggie said. “I had a question for Zeke, too. I suppose you could answer this yourself, but he’s the one with the career-long stint in the service.”

      “Those are a lot of words to say you came to ask Zeke because he’s older and you figured he would know more than I would,” Bradley teased.

      “Pretty much.” Zeke laughed. “So, what’s going on?”

      Maggie sipped her coffee before she began. “Okay, here’s my question,” she said. “Is there any way that someone who served in the military fifty-plus years ago might have anything on file that could be used in a DNA test? Like a blood sample, maybe?”

      “Why would the military do DNA testing?” Zeke asked.

      “I don’t know, but I’m just wondering if there is a way they could or would have,” Maggie said.

      “I’m not sure they would have had the foresight to do that fifty years ago.”

      “Where in the heck did this line of thinking come from?” Bradley asked. “Are you watching some sort of documentary series or something?”

      Maggie chuckled and shook her head. “No, nothing like that. It’s just… this man who claims to be Orson’s long lost son said that he was matched with Orson through a DNA test online, but Orson swears he never took a DNA test like that.”

      “So, what brings the military into this?” Zeke asked.

      “The army is the only place I could think of that Orson has been where someone would or could compel him to take that sort of a test,” Maggie said. “He served long before there were DNA tests done, so I suppose that question never made sense in the first place.” She shook her head and tipped the coffee up and chugged it down.

      “Someone definitely needs to get home and get some more sleep,” Bradley said. He hugged his mother tightly and began guiding her toward the door.

      “Hang on a sec,” Zeke said. “The only alternative answer to that question is that someone took a DNA test and claimed they were Orson when they were doing it. As far as I know, those places don’t check your identification when you send in the results.”

      “You’re saying someone might have claimed to have been Orson and submitted their DNA in a test in his name? Why would someone do that?” Maggie sighed. “Whoever it was, turns out they were Toby’s biological father.”

      “You have to remember something else,” Zeke said. “Unless you see proof of it yourself, it's just this guy’s word that he found out he was Orson’s son online. They don’t usually print certificates stating that sort of thing for people to carry around with them. I suppose he could share the results, but anything can be photoshopped nowadays.”

      Maggie nodded. “Good point,” she said, taking in all the information. “Thanks, you guys. See you soon.”
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      By the time she made it home, Maggie was yawning every couple of minutes. Despite her coffee intake, she was ready for a long nap. She unlocked the door and made her way inside the house, heading straight for her newly remodeled master bathroom. She changed into comfortable clothes, then drew the blinds and crawled back into bed, falling asleep right away.

      Brett woke her a couple of hours later with a phone call. She answered groggily. “Hello?”

      “Maggie? Are you at home?”

      “Yeah,” she said and threw the covers back. “What’s going on?”

      “Are you in bed? I’m sorry I woke you,” he said. “I thought you were going in to see Orson.”

      “I did, and I stopped by the donut shop there, too,” she said.

      “You never called me,” Brett said. “How is Orson?”

      “He has had some weakness and his voice is a little off,” she said. “His hand looks pretty twisted, too, but he has been on his feet.”

      “Is he, you know, himself?”

      Maggie chuckled. “Oh, he is very much himself,” she said. “I caught him pretending to be asleep when Myra was fawning over him a little bit.”

      “Sounds like Orson,” Brett said.

      “He asked me to do something for him when we were leaving, though,” Maggie said.

      “What did he ask you to do?”

      “He asked me not to let them take control of his life,” she said. “I’m assuming he meant Toby and Kara.”

      “So, he hasn’t been told about Kara?” Brett said.

      “I didn’t tell him,” Maggie said. “Neither did Myra. I don’t think anyone else has said anything, either”

      “I should stop by and visit with him on my break today,” Brett said. “I’ll shoot Myra and Brooks a call first, but he needs to be told before he hears it from someone else.”

      “I agree,” Maggie said. “Especially if Toby has been charged with her murder.”

      “He hasn’t been charged,” Brett said. “Not yet anyway. We just don’t have enough evidence. We do have the description of a vehicle, but Toby was not proven to have been involved. He might have been there, but we have no way to know right now if he was the one behind the wheel or not.”

      “Do you think he’s going to try to go see Orson in the hospital? I don’t think that would be good for him,” Maggie said.

      “I told him to stay away from Orson, but there is no law saying that he can’t go into the hospital,” Brett said.

      Maggie sat on the edge of her bed. “Orson insists he never took a DNA test. Not once. How in the world would Toby Hawley presume that he is his son?

      “First off, Hawley is not his legal name. It’s Garrett,” Brett said. “As for the rest of it, I have no idea. I know Orson knew the man’s mother, but that certainly doesn’t prove anything.”

      “Right, because it isn’t like he carries anything around with him to prove that Orson is his biological father,” Maggie said.

      “I suppose Orson could demand that Toby take a new DNA test to establish whether or not he is the father,” Brett said. “Although I have to say, they do look a little bit alike.”

      “I noticed that, too.” Maggie frowned.

      Brett ended the phone call after insisting that she go back to sleep if she could. Maggie had promised that she’d try as she made her way down the hall to the kitchen to brew more coffee to help keep herself awake. She set her phone on the counter and started her coffee maker, then headed back down the hall for her laptop. She returned to the kitchen and yawned again as she sat down at the table.

      While the coffee brewed, Maggie began searching for any information she could find about the man claiming to be Orson’s son. She searched first for Toby Hawley. She found pages of social media profiles, but none that matched or even looked like him.

      When she entered Toby Garrett’s name, she found fewer profiles, but still no matches to the man she had just met. She stood up to fix herself a cup of coffee. Maggie walked to the back door and looked outside. Snow had begun to fall, typical for early February. She turned back to the kitchen and sat down in front of her computer again.

      Maggie drummed her fingers on the keyboard for a moment, trying her best to think of another way to find information about Toby. She thought back to the conversation with Brooks and Brett after Toby first came into the donut shop. Both seemed to think he had been incarcerated at some point, and now, both Brooks and Brett would know the truth.

      She picked her phone up again and dialed Ruby. “How’s work going?” she asked, glancing at the clock on her stove.

      “We’re out of cherry vanilla cream scones already,” Ruby said. “I hate to say it, but I will be glad when the first of March rolls around and we aren’t serving these scones any longer. They are so delicious, but everybody knows it!”

      “Sounds like we have a good problem on our hands at this point,” Maggie said. “Are you on your break?”

      “Just sat down,” Ruby said, and then giggled. “With the very last scone. Naomi is currently not speaking to me.”

      “That’s hilarious,” Maggie said.

      “How was Orson?” Ruby asked, her tone growing more serious.

      “Myra didn’t say anything?”

      “I haven’t wanted to bother her with it,” Ruby said. “She said a little bit when she got here but not much.”

      “When we got there, he was with a nurse taking his blood pressure and heart rate. Myra and I waited for her to go and then Myra got a little emotional,” Maggie said. “He was totally playing possum, though.”

      “Oh, that is the best thing I have heard all day,” Ruby said. “That actually makes me feel a whole lot better. I heard something about his hand being contracted and his voice being a little weak, but it sounds like we got off very lucky here.”

      “We did, and I think Orson is scared,” Maggie said.

      “Scared about his health?”

      “More about the idea of this man coming into his life and trying to gain control of it,” Maggie said. “Orson actually made a plea to me as we were leaving his hospital room not to let that happen.”

      “I have to go,” Ruby said suddenly.

      She could hear a few voices on the other end. The second Ruby hung up the phone, Maggie walked out the door and drove the short distance to the donut shop. She had to know what was going on.
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      “What are you doing here?” Ruby asked Maggie when she walked into the kitchen through the back door. “You’re supposed to be at home resting.”

      “I’m rested,” Maggie said. “At least as rested as I am going to get. I was worried that Toby showed up here and was causing some problems.”

      Ruby shook her head. “No sign of Toby Hawley today.”

      “It’s not really Toby Hawley,” Maggie said. “Brett told me his name is Toby Garrett.”

      Ruby sighed. “What are you doing after we close?”

      “Probably going back home to try to find everything I can about this guy,” Maggie said.

      “Why don’t you go by your house and grab your laptop and head on out to my place?” Ruby suggested. “I have some steak and shrimp kebabs made up in the fridge and some wine chilling. You come over and we will work on things together.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” she said. “I want to find out everything we can about this guy.”

      “And his recently deceased girlfriend,” Ruby said.

      Maggie nodded and got to work cleaning the display case out. While she worked, she had at least two people come up and request more cherry vanilla cream scones. She worked as quickly as she could to help close the donut shop down for the day. Naomi and Myra left a little early. Maggie was glad to see Myra head out before everyone else. She needed to rest a little before picking up Lexi from daycare.

      Maggie arrived at Ruby’s house a little bit after five. The snow had stopped falling and the temperature had warmed into the forties. Maggie hoped that meant some time around the bonfire, but for now, she headed inside the house and set her laptop down on the counter. Ruby was busy at the large stove turning over several kebabs she had over an open flame.

      “Honey, I’m home,” Maggie joked. She opened the fridge and helped herself to a glass of wine. Ruby sipped from her glass occasionally as she turned the kebabs.

      “There’s a quinoa salad in the white bowl on the top shelf of the fridge,” Ruby announced. “If you want, take that out and give it a good toss.” Maggie did as directed and wondered how Ruby found the time to create such beautiful meals when most of her time seemed to be eaten up by the donut shop, the city council, her farm, or writing another cookbook.

      “Everything looks great.” Maggie set the quinoa bowl on the table and waited while Ruby plucked the kebabs one by one off of the flame with a pair of tongs.

      “Everything is great.” Ruby smiled. “At least, I hope it is. I used a couple of recipes from the draft of the book I just sent over to my editor.”

      “Oh, let’s hope so, then.” Maggie chuckled. They sat together and ate without much conversation. When she was finished, Maggie sat back in her seat and sipped her wine.

      “What are you thinking?” Ruby asked. She rose to clear their plates.

      “I’m thinking Toby and his girlfriend must have been planning this for a while,” Maggie said. “I wonder what that letter he wrote to Orson said.”

      “Kara was killed, and I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, but if Toby did kill her, I wonder what led up to it.”

      “Are you thinking he might not have been the one who did it?” Maggie asked.

      “That thought has crossed my mind,” Ruby said. “Think about last night. Kara was the one with all of the vitriol toward Orson. Toby barely spoke a word.”

      “Except to try and shush her,” Maggie said. “But that could mean she didn’t let up when they were at the motel, and he lost it and snapped.”

      “And then walked around her, got into a car, and ran her over? That just doesn't seem very likely,” Ruby said.

      “Yeah,” Maggie said. “That’s true.”

      “The other part of this is the DNA test. If Orson swears that he never took one, how could his name be on the website?” Ruby asked.

      “That’s what I’d like to know,” Maggie said. “There’s something else, too. He all but said there was no physical way that he could be Toby’s father.”

      “Meaning that they were never intimate?”

      “Meaning he is not giving away much information, but that’s what it sounds like,” Maggie said. “I just wish we knew the name of Toby’s mother.”

      “All we have to do is go on the genealogy websites and search until we find Toby’s name,” Ruby said. “There might be a family tree already there.”

      Maggie nodded and reached for her laptop. She opened it and began searching for the websites. “It looks like there are several sites to choose from.”

      Ruby stood up and walked around behind her chair. “These two are the main sites,” she said. “I’ll check one out and you do the other.”

      “Deal,” Maggie said. She opened the site and looked over the top of her computer at Ruby, who had returned to her seat. “Do you think we should search for Toby Hawley or Toby Garrett?”

      “I’d start with Garrett,” Ruby suggested. “If you don’t find anything, try the other name.”

      Maggie began typing the name into the search bar on the genealogy website. Within seconds, the search returned page after page of results. “Whoa,” she said. “There are a lot of people named Toby Garrett.”

      “Just start with the top name and work your way through the list,” Ruby said.

      Maggie could already hear the click-clicking of her mouse. She worked her way through the first page and halfway through the second before she hit on something. “Got it,” she said. “I found a Toby Jacob Garrett. His mother is listed as Gladys Jean Garrett.”

      “And his father is listed as Orson Hawley, confirmed by a DNA test,” Ruby said. “I just found the same profile on this site. It’s interesting it’s on both.”

      “Gladys Jean Garrett,” Maggie read. “She died two months ago.”

      Ruby sighed. “So, we can’t go and ask her any questions,” she said.

      “Were we going to ask her any questions?” Maggie asked.

      “I think that is a logical conclusion,” Ruby said. “But since we can’t, there is just Toby’s word against Orson’s at this point.”

      “In other words, this was a dead end,” Maggie said.

      “Well, at least we have the mother’s name.”

      Maggie shut the lid on her laptop. She pushed the computer away from her a bit and shook her head. She had no idea where to turn next, or how to help Orson.
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      Maggie stood at the baker’s table next to Naomi and helped her with the scone dough for the morning’s baking. She related the story of her interaction with Zeke at the Hunter Springs Donut Shop. The laughter carried on for twenty minutes as they each did an impression of how they pictured his manly muscles preparing the scones would look.

      “Did we really promise that these scones would be on the menu for the entire month of February?” Naomi asked. She stopped mixing the vanilla cream sauce and rubbed her right shoulder. “I don’t know how much more of this I can take!”

      “The good news is that this is not a leap year, so there are only twenty-eight days in this month,” Ruby offered.

      “I suppose that should make me feel better,” Naomi said. “But it isn’t even Valentine’s Day yet.”

      “It will make us all feel better on February twenty-seventh.” Maggie chuckled. She pressed her hands onto another circle of scone dough.

      “I’m sorry I picked this recipe,” Naomi said.

      “Don’t be.” Ruby smiled. “I was looking at the numbers last night after you left, Maggie, and we have been selling the dickens out of these scones. So, they are definitely a hit.”

      “They’re just a very time-consuming hit,” Myra added when she walked in the door.

      “Good morning,” Maggie said to her. “Any news about Orson?”

      Myra nodded her head and yawned. “Gretchen is visiting him now, so he’s not alone over there, which is good news. We’re looking at rehab facilities for him for the first couple of weeks after they release him from the hospital. He’ll need to stay just long enough for some intensive occupational therapy before he comes home.”

      “I thought they were going to try to work it out so he can do his therapy once he gets home,” Naomi said.

      “Physical therapy, yes,” Myra said. “But occupational therapy will have to be done in the facility.”

      “I guess I don’t understand the difference,” Naomi said.

      “Occupational therapy will help him relearn anything the stroke took away from him,” Myra said. “It sounds like he doesn’t need it, but his doctor told us that it is very important for him to go somewhere for a little while before they release him to go back home. He fared rather well and we’re all very lucky, but any extra help he can get is going to be what’s best for him, even if he doesn’t want it.”

      “Okay, I get the difference, but can’t they just have the therapist work with him at home?” Naomi asked.

      Myra shook his head. “His doctor warned us that even though the stroke was light, one of the worst things that could happen to him at this point is a bad fall. If we don’t realize that the stroke left him with a balance issue or a problem switching from one foot to the other when he tries to walk down the hall and turn the corner, he could fall.”

      “That makes a lot of sense to me, actually,” Maggie said. “But the question is, how did Orson take the news?”

      Myra shook her head. “Well enough that the doctor suggested we sedate him for the transfer to the facility,” she said with a chuckle.

      “They just might have to, just like when they move a stubborn animal in the zoo,” Ruby said.

      “Hey, do you hear that?” Naomi stopped what she was doing and put her finger up to silence their chatter. “I think someone is knocking on the door out front.”

      Maggie wiped her hands off on a towel and headed for the kitchen door. By the time she pushed through it, all she could see was a set of headlights shining across the parking lot. “Someone must have knocked and given up,” she said.

      “Probably because they wanted to get the cherry vanilla cream scones before we open,” Myra said.

      “Hang on,” Ruby said. “I think someone just pulled into the alley.”

      By the time Maggie made it to the back door, someone was rapping hard on it. “Probably just Brett or Brooks playing around,” she whispered as she opened it. She froze when she saw that the person on the other side of the door was Toby. He pushed his way inside the door and closed it behind him.

      “Look, I don’t want any trouble,” he said. Maggie looked down at the knife in his hand and gasped.

      “Now, it isn’t like that! I just have this here so you will stop and listen to me. Nobody wants to listen to me and I’m tired of it.”

      “You’re holding that knife in a pretty threatening way,” Ruby said. “Maybe if you put it down, we will listen a little better.” She moved slowly around the prep table and started toward them.

      “Stop! Stay where you are,” Toby commanded. Ruby stopped.

      Maggie began to shake. “What do you want?” she asked.

      “I want to know why you won’t open the door for me,” Toby said.

      “You mean a second ago when you were up front?” Ruby asked. Maggie watched the knife out of the corner of her eye while Ruby spoke. “To be honest with you, we were back here working and chatting like we do every morning. We just didn’t hear you until it was too late.”

      “Right,” Maggie said. “By the time I heard you and I went up there to check it out, you were already leaving the parking lot.”

      “Yeah, well, so much for the bunch of you looking out for my father,” Toby sneered. “You can’t even hear the door when someone is knocking on it.”

      “Oh yeah? How about when he has a cold and I wake up in the middle of the night because I can hear him wheezing a little,” Myra said. “Or what about when my daughter is sick, and I wake up in the middle of the night to find Orson sitting in the nursery with her in his lap while they sit together in the rocking chair? You don't think we can hear things then?”

      “That’s a wonderful picture you painted, talking about your kid and all, but don’t you think that’s a little bit like rubbing salt in my wounds?”

      “Okay, that’s enough. The truth is that we do care for Orson,” Ruby said. She spoke in her most rational and diplomatic voice. It was something Maggie had grown to appreciate. “But the truth is, Toby, the chances that Orson is your dad for real are not very good.”

      “I think the DNA test would disagree with you,” Toby said.

      Ruby shook her head. “Toby, we have spoken extensively with Orson, and he swears he never once submitted his DNA to any company for a test.”

      “What are you saying then? That someone else submitted the test in his name?” Toby asked. He waved the knife around a little as he spoke.

      “That’s a really good possibility,” Ruby said.

      “Okay, then who? Who would have done that?”

      “I don’t know the answer to that, but we did a little checking, and that test was only submitted a few years ago.”

      “Maybe the old man did it and forgot what he was doing,” Toby said.

      “I don’t think so,” Maggie said. “We have all known him for a while at this point, and my aunt knew him before that. I don’t think Orson has had any issues with his memory.”

      “Fine, but that is a very loose theory,” Toby said.

      “There is something else,” Maggie said. “Orson and your mother went on two dates. Just two. And from what he has been trying to say, there isn’t any possible way you could be his biological child.”

      “I don’t understand,” Toby said.

      “They’re trying very carefully to say that Orson has indicated that he and your mother knew each other, but never in a biblical way,” Naomi said.

      “That’s impossible,” Toby snapped. “I told you that I wanted you all to hear me out and I meant it.”

      “Okay,” Ruby said, attempting to calm him again. “What is it that you need for us to listen to?”

      “First, I didn’t kill Kara, no matter what the cops are trying to say about it,” he said. “That car came out of nowhere and ran her down. She was still holding three slices of pizza when they got her. I was in the doorway trying to talk her into coming back inside after we fought.”

      “What were you fighting about?” Maggie asked.

      “I don’t know,” Toby said. “Everything. Like the way she acted when we were here.”

      “She sure made it sound like you were here just to get all the money out of Orson that you can,” Maggie said. She watched the blade of the knife as she spoke.

      Toby dropped his head. “That’s because I am trying to get money out of him,” he said. “The man owes me for a lifetime of not being there.”

      “That’s not very fair when he can’t possibly be your father in the first place,” Myra said.

      “What do you know? You’re going around acting like you're his daughter or granddaughter or something and you don’t know anything!”

      “I take care of him! I moved him into my house to take care of him the day I got married,” Myra shouted.

      “Hey, hey, let’s all calm down,” Ruby said. “Toby, you should know that we are all very protective of Orson. You should also know that he really doesn’t have anything. Why do you think he came to work here? When we all first met him he was barely able to feed himself. He’s definitely not rolling in the dough, like you seem to think.”

      “Before that, I lived with him in that old house of his just so there would be someone around to look after things,” Myra said. “And I paid him rent, more than I probably had to just to help him out.”

      “Why do you need money so badly?” Ruby asked.

      “Because there are people who want money,” he said. “It wasn’t me who ran up the debts, it was Kara and I think they killed her for it. I thought if I found my dad he might be able to help us out before anything bad happened, but now it’s too late.”

      “So, you came here and started demanding money from him and put him in the hospital,” Myra said, choking back a sob.

      “Look, I never meant the guy any harm,” Toby said. “But unless you’ve owed money to the wrong types of people, you have no way to understand how much pressure it puts on you. That’s why Kara sounded that way the other night. She was desperate because she knew they were going to kill her if she didn’t pay up.’

      “Why not go to the cops?” Naomi asked.

      “Do you honestly think the cops are going to listen to a thing a couple of ex-cons have to say?”

      “Have these people threatened you?” Maggie asked.

      Toby shook his head. “I’m not sure how much they know about me. These were people Kara made mad when she was in the pen. They told her they would find her when she got out and force her to pay them, but they haven’t really said a word to me.”

      “Have they been back around since Kara was killed?”

      “No, not yet,” Toby said. “But you mark my words. Folks like them don’t give up that easily.”

      Maggie’s phone rang in her pocket. She jumped when she heard it. Toby jumped with the knife, too. “That’s probably Brett,” Maggie said. She cast a look in Ruby’s direction.

      “Don’t answer it,” Toby commanded her. “I don’t need the sheriff coming around here right now.”

      “What do you think is going to happen if I don’t?” Maggie asked. The phone was on the fourth ring.

      “He probably will give up because he thinks you’re in the middle of doing whatever you do back here,” Toby said.

      Maggie shook her head slowly from side to side, much like she did when she was teaching Wyatt that something was a no-no. “No, Toby,” she said. “He will call right back and when I don’t pick up, he will be on his way here. But not until after he tries first her phone, then hers, and finally, hers.” She pointed to Ruby, Myra, and Naomi in order.

      “Why would he come here?” Toby asked the question just as her phone started ringing for a second time.

      “Because he wants to look out for me,” Maggie said. “I’m getting married to him in another couple of months and I think he’s trying to make sure I don’t get cold feet.” She hoped the little bit of humor would diffuse his temper slightly. Her phone stopped ringing at last. Almost immediately, Ruby’s began to ring.

      “Okay, fine,” Toby said. “I guess if I can’t get any answers this way, I’ll have to go looking in other places.” He pulled the door open.

      “Wait! Don’t go to the hospital and try to get answers out of Orson,” Myra said. “Please don't upset him or stress him out any more. They said the stroke he had was caused by emotional stress.”

      “They said that?”

      Myra nodded once and looked away when her phone rang. It was a slight stretch of the truth, but Maggie knew her only purpose was to try and spare Orson the turmoil.

      “Okay, I’ll back off,” Toby said. “I didn't want to have to do this, but there are other relatives, you know. There are other people I can force to give me the truth, and I may not be as nice to them.” He ran out the door and sped away just as Naomi’s phone started to ring.
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      As soon as Toby left, Maggie picked up her phone and called Brett to fill him in on what had just happened.

      “Did he say anything about where he planned to go next?” he asked her.

      “No. Other than to say there were other family members, but I have no idea what that means.”

      “I don’t like it, one way or the other,” Brett said. “Despite his protests of innocence in Kara’s murder, he did just come in there brandishing a weapon and threatening all of you.”

      “Which is enough to pick him up on some pretty serious charges,” Maggie said. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      “That’s what I am saying,” Brett said. “I think you need to consider shutting down for the day.”

      “You want me to shut the donut shop down for the rest of the day?” Maggie was a little shocked at the suggestion.

      “I think it might not be a bad idea,” Brett said. “I know you won’t do it, which is why I asked Brooks to send over a patrol car.”

      Maggie glanced over at Myra who herself was on a vigorous phone call with someone. She had a strong suspicion she was being told the same thing by Brooks.

      “Why shut down when it’s clear that Toby didn’t get what he was looking for here? I doubt that he’ll return.”

      “Alright, so, what about shutting down before lunchtime? That way if he doesn’t find what he is looking for elsewhere or we don’t pick him up by then, there isn’t a chance he shows back up.” Maggie covered the phone and repeated the request to the rest of her staff.

      “I think that sounds reasonable,” Ruby said. “I’ll hit the social media channels and put the word out.”

      Myra nodded at Maggie and repeated the idea to Brooks. She looked up a second later with a smile and a thumbs up. Naomi gave her the same sign.

      “Sounds like you win this time,” Maggie said.

      “Thank you, Maggie,” Brett said. She could hear him breathe a sigh of relief. “I really do think this is for the best.”

      Maggie hung up the phone and turned back to the baker’s table. “I suppose the good news is we’re not likely to run out of these scones today.”

      The morning seemed to fly by. Despite her bravado on the phone to Brett, Maggie found herself watching out the front windows for any sign of Toby.

      “Where are you going now?” Ruby asked when they walked out of the donut shop and to their cars.

      “I think I’m going to take a little drive out to that motel,” Maggie said. “The one out on the highway where Kara was run down. I want to see if there might have been a witness who saw what happened.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Ruby said. “I had another idea.”

      “What’s your idea?”

      “Well, I got to looking around on the genealogy website on my break a little while ago, and I found the name of a relative of Gladys Garrett’s,” Ruby explained. “This cousin of hers is living in an assisted living facility in Hunter Springs. I thought we could check in with her and see what she has to say.”

      “Alright, then,” Maggie said. “First we visit the motel and find out what we can there, then we’ll head over to the assisted living place.”

      Ruby nodded and climbed into the passenger side of her car. They headed toward the highway motel. Maggie had driven past it from time to time, but when she slowed her car and turned into the parking lot, she was a little shocked that the place was able to remain open. She veered around five different potholes in the parking lot she figured were big enough to swallow her front tires whole.

      “This place looks pleasant,” Ruby said. “Look. There’s the car Kara was driving the night they came to the donut shop.”

      “Then the police don’t think that was the car she was struck with, otherwise they would have already impounded it,” Maggie said.

      “That’s what I was thinking, too,” Ruby said. She looked around the parking lot as they stepped out of the car. “Take a look at the way this parking lot is designed. There’s only one way in and out of the alley behind the motel.”

      “That’s where the police said she was hit,” Maggie said. “Makes you wonder how the car would have gotten up enough speed to hit her.” The parking lot narrowed to a single lane, barely wide enough for one car, and followed around the back of the building. The way out on the other side of the motel was the same narrow lane. “Why was she even back there in the first place?” Maggie pulled the lobby door open and held it for Ruby.

      “Oh, that’s terrible,” Ruby whispered. She covered her nose.

      Maggie turned her head and forced herself not to gag from the overwhelming sulfur smell. “Is that the sewer?” she asked when she recovered herself enough to speak.

      “I would almost bet on it,” Ruby said. They walked toward the small front desk area. A man stood behind the counter with his back to them.

      “Excuse us,” Maggie said to gain his attention. The man cleared his throat and turned around.

      “How long?” he asked.

      “Pardon me?” Ruby replied.

      “How long? You want a room, don’t you?” He pushed a pair of thick, black glasses up his nose. Maggie noticed one side of the glasses was missing an ear piece. “You want it by the hour or by the day?”

      “We don’t want a room,” Maggie said.

      “Next!” the man shouted past them into the empty lobby and turned his back to them again.

      “Look, we just want to ask you a couple of questions about the lady who got hit the other night,” Maggie said.

      “Already spoke to the cops,” the man said, with his back to them. “Are you cops?”

      “Nope,” Ruby said. She reached into her back pocket and pulled out a small wad of cash. “But I have forty bucks that really wants your attention.”

      “Try again,” the man said.

      “Sixty bucks,” Ruby said. “Final offer.”

      The man turned around and faced them. He reached for the cash in Ruby’s hand. She jerked her hand back just in time, but peeled off a twenty and handed it to him. “Consider this the retainer,” she said. “The rest is yours when you answer our questions.”

      “Fine,” he said. “What do you want to know?”

      “First off, where was the woman when she got hit?” Maggie asked.

      “Out back,” the man said. “That’s where they found her body.”

      “Did you see her before she went back there?” Ruby asked.

      The man nodded. “There’s a back door down the hall and through the laundry room,” he said. “I was up front here when it all happened.”

      “Do you have cameras on the alley?” Maggie asked.

      The man laughed. “These cameras here haven’t worked since I first started,” he said. “Same thing I told the cops.”

      “Okay, then, do you know where the man who was with her was when she got hit?”

      “Back there in the laundry room begging her not to go outside,” he said.

      “And you told the police this?” Ruby said.

      “Yes, I told the police this,” he said. “Anything else you want to know?”

      “Yeah, there is, actually,” Maggie said. “Was there anyone else here asking questions about the couple? Before or after the woman was killed.”

      The man smiled. “Now you’re getting somewhere,” he said. “There were a couple of guys here the day before asking about a Melissa, which is not the name she gave me, but they were definitely talking about the same woman. They didn’t seem interested in the guy at all.”

      “What did you tell them? And no, we aren’t cops,” Ruby reminded him.

      “I told them there wasn’t anyone checked in under that name,” he said. “Look, you two look like a couple of soccer moms trying to look out for a friend. Trust me, these people are not your friends. That chick who got run down was hardcore. So were the guys that came looking for her.”

      “What about the guy with her?” Ruby asked. “The one the cops picked up for questioning.”

      “That guy? He definitely did time,” he said with a laugh. “Anyone who has been in the joint will tell you that, but he was not at all what I consider hard. Desperate is more like it. He kept telling the woman that he was going to fix everything and that he was going to get the money together she needed to pay some people off.”

      “You heard all of that” Maggie asked.

      “You’d be shocked how thin these walls are,” he said. “I think she was the one with all of the ideas about what was going on. She spent most of her time telling him what a loser he was and how he was never going to deliver the money he promised her. And from the looks of the alley back there the other night, she was right.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t get the stench of that place out of my nose,” Maggie said. She rode in the passenger seat on the way to the assisted living facility in Hunter Springs. Ruby was familiar with the place and took over driving from the motel.

      “At least we know Toby isn’t a murderer,” Ruby said.

      “I am slightly relieved, but I would really like for him to go back where he came from,” Maggie admitted.

      “That makes two of us.” Ruby said nothing more until they arrived at the assisted living facility. Ruby parked the car close to the entrance. They walked into the front of the facility together and approached the first nurse they saw. “We’re here to see Georgina Barker,” she said. “Can you point us in the right direction?”

      “Are you relatives?”

      “No,” Ruby said. “Do we have to be?”

      “If you’re here asking questions about someone, you’d better be,” the nurse said, then headed off down the hall alone.

      “Okay,” Maggie said. “What now?”

      “Hey, you’re looking for Georgina?” Maggie turned around to see an older woman standing in the hall directly behind them. She was about her height, wearing purple from head to toe.

      “We are. Do you know her?” Ruby asked.

      “I am her,” the woman said. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Ruby Cobb and this is Maggie Sharpe.”

      “Okay, and why are you here?”

      “We’re close friends of Orson Hawley,” Maggie said. “Do you know who that is?”

      “Yes I know who that is,” Georgina said. “He’s the man I wish had married my cousin Gladys instead of that jerk she wound up with.”

      “Do you know Toby Garrett?” Ruby asked.

      “Of course, I do,” Georgina said. “But he’s been in prison for a really long time.”

      “He’s out now, and he has come here looking for Orson,” Maggie said.

      “Let’s go on over here,” Georgina said. She ushered them to a small sitting area. She sat down on the small sofa and directed them to two wing chairs beside her. “Why would Toby come looking for Orson?”

      “Well, he thinks Orson is his father,” Ruby said. “There was a DNA test done online under Orson’s name that revealed a direct parental connection to Toby.”

      “Well, that can’t be right,” Georgina said. “Anthony is his father.”

      “Who is Anthony?” Maggie asked, sharing a glance with Ruby.

      Georgina stared at them for a long moment. “Anthony Hawley is Orson’s brother,” Georgina said. “He took up with Gladys after Orson enlisted. He was with her for two long years, right up until he found out she was pregnant.”

      Maggie’s mouth fell open. “Are you sure about this? Orson is his uncle?”

      “Of course, I’m sure about this,” Georgina said. “I was there.”

      “And what about the DNA test?” Ruby asked. “I wonder how you would explain that?”

      “If you want my opinion,” Georgina said. “It was probably Anthony who took it before he died and submitted it to the internet or however that works. I mean, why wouldn’t that be the case? The same man took out credit cards in his own brother’s name and ruined him financially for years.”

      “Orson’s brother did that to him?”

      Georgina nodded her head slowly. “You know him, so you have to know he is not a wealthy man,” she said. “I hear he is still working at some donut shop over in Dogwood Mountain.”

      “That’s our donut shop.” Maggie smiled.

      “Well, I’ll be.” The older woman smiled. “Anyway, you tell either of them to come on over here and see me if they have any questions. I’m in this place because I can’t get around myself much anymore, but there isn’t a thing wrong with my memory or my mind.”

      “Thank you,” Ruby said to her.

      “Yes, thank you very much,” Maggie said.

      Maggie practically skipped back to the parking lot. She smiled when she got back into the car and buckled her seat belt. “I can’t believe what she told us,” she said to Ruby.

      “I know,” Ruby said. “It makes sense now, though. Orson and Toby do favor each other. But he is his nephew rather than his son.”

      “Is that my phone?” Maggie rooted around in the console for the ringing culprit. “It’s Brett.”

      “Maggie,” Brett said as soon as she answered. “Where are you?”

      “I’m with Ruby in Hunter Springs,” Maggie said. “We just left the assisted living facility on the north side of town.”

      “What were you doing there?”

      “We met with a cousin of Toby’s mother, Gladys and we found out that Anthony, Orson’s brother, is the father. He might also be the reason poor Orson has been so destitute all of these years. Sounds like he used his name for credit cards and that sort of thing.”

      “Well, that’s really interesting, and it makes me more worried than ever,” Brett said. “A little while ago, someone showed up at the hospital pretending to be a patient transporter. Whoever it was gave Orson something to make him sleepy and took him out of there, right under the hospital’s nose.”
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      “Myra went over to see how Orson was doing this afternoon and they told her that he was gone,” Brett continued. “They reached out to every facility in the area and not one of them had heard from them. We don’t know where Toby might have taken him.”

      “This is insane,” Maggie said, putting him on speakerphone. She felt her heart beating in her throat. “Are you sure it was Toby, and do you think he is capable of hurting Orson? Is he going to do something to him?”

      “We are sure it was him, but I honestly don’t know what he’s capable of,” Brett replied. “The problem is, given Orson’s condition, he might hurt him without even meaning to.”

      “What do you want us to do?” Ruby asked.

      “Drive around,” Brett instructed. “Look for his car. Do you remember what it looks like?”

      “Well, Brett,” Maggie said. “We saw his car earlier today at the motel over on the highway, the one where Kara was killed.”

      “What were you doing there?” Brett said. “You know what? Never mind. Don’t even answer that question. Just tell me when you were there.”

      “About an hour ago,” Ruby said.

      “And you are sure it was his car?” Brett asked. Maggie could hear the roar of the motor in his pickup truck rev as he spoke.

      “One hundred percent sure,” Ruby answered. “There is a faded spot on the top of the hood that looks like green and yellow paint was splashed over it. You can’t miss it against the brown paint.”

      “That’s what I remember, too,” Brett said. “You two stay back. We’re headed over there now.” He hung up the phone. For a moment, the two of them sat in stunned silence.

      “Where are we going now?” Ruby asked when Maggie turned over the key in the ignition.

      “Where do you think?” Maggie said. “We have to get to that motel.”

      Ruby nodded. “If he is planning to hurt Orson, what we just found out might change his mind.”

      Maggie headed out of the parking lot and followed Ruby’s directions back to the motel. The parking lot was already full of law enforcement vehicles when they arrived, including police cars from the Dogwood Mountain and Hunter Springs Police Departments. She swallowed hard when she spotted two ambulances parked near the front.

      “Get as close as you can and we’ll just walk the rest of the way,” Ruby said. Maggie parked her car and nearly fell when she got out. Ruby took her by the arm and led her up to the crowd gathered outside the motel lobby door. “I see Brooks.”

      “Let’s get over there,” Maggie said.

      “I’m afraid the two of you are going to have to stay back a little bit,” Brooks said. “He’s got Orson over there in the laundry room.”

      “Is he holding him hostage?”

      “He has a knife,” Brooks said. A single tear streamed down his face as he spoke. “Brett is in there right now trying to talk to him.”

      “Brooks, we just spoke with a relative of Toby’s late mother,” Maggie said. “We have information about who his father really is. It was Orson’s brother.”

      “Yeah, you should let us go back there and talk to him,” Ruby said. “We might be able to end this more peacefully that way.”

      “Give me a sec,” Brooks said. He muttered into his radio. “Okay, go on back.”

      “Thank you, Brooks,” Maggie said. She squeezed his arm as she passed by him.

      They wound their way through the other officers, stopping twice to explain that they were on their way back to speak with the sheriff. The man with the ponytail sat behind the counter and scowled at the officers. Maggie nodded in his direction as she passed through.

      They found Brett at the end of the hall. He was just outside of the door. “Toby, you have got to let me see him,” he spoke through the closed doors. “I can’t do anything until I can make sure that Orson is alright.”

      “I just need him to acknowledge that he is my father,” Toby said through the door. His voice was muffled.

      “Brett,” Maggie said softly. He looked up and spotted them, then pressed his fingers to his lips and pointed at the door. Ruby followed her to Brett’s side.

      “Toby? It’s Maggie, from the donut shop,” she said through the door. “Do you know who Georgina Barker is?”

      “Why do you want to know?” Toby asked after a moment.

      “If you looked on the genealogy site, you would have seen that she is a relative of your mother’s,”

      Maggie said. “Gladys and Georgina were first cousins.”

      “What about her?”

      “Toby, she knew your mother and your father well,” Maggie said. “She told us all about them. Orson is not your father.”

      “You’re a liar,” he shouted back.

      “No, Toby,” Maggie continued. “Listen to me. Anthony Hawley was your father. He is Orson’s brother, and he was with your mother for two years.”

      “And before you ask about the DNA test, Anthony had a habit of doing things in his brother’s name,” Brett added. “Toby, Anthony is the reason your Uncle Orson wound up poor in his old age. Anthony stole money from him and ruined his credit.”

      “If you don’t believe us, go on and ask Georgina yourself,” Maggie said.

      There was nothing but silence on the other side of the laundry room door. A moment later, the door opened, and Toby emerged with his hands in the air. His face was red, and his eyes were swollen. He looked at Maggie and shook his head. “I never meant to hurt him,” he said. “I just wanted to hear him say he was my father.”

      “So, it was Kara who wanted his money?” Brooks asked from behind Maggie. She turned slightly to see him. Brooks shook with rage.

      “I got him, buddy,” Brett said calmly. “You go on in there and get Orson.”
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      Orson tucked the blanket around his middle with his good hand. Maggie watched as he moved. He still favored his good side, although she had seen him walk across the living room in Brooks and Myra’s home. She wondered if the weakness on one side of his body would cause him to fall more easily.

      “I don’t know why all of you are just standing there looking at me,” Orson grumbled. “I only had a stroke. It’s not like I just went and grew two heads.”

      “I think we have all earned the right to be a little worried about you, Pops,” Brooks said to him. He laid his hand gently on Orson’s shoulder. Orson said nothing, but reached his good hand up and covered it.

      “You were taken from us,” Myra added. “And whether you like it or not, that was horrifying.”

      “You can say that again,” Brett chimed in. He was seated on the floor in front of Maggie. “You have no idea how worried I was when I walked into that hospital and found out someone had taken you.”

      “Yeah, well, I wasn’t too happy about that myself,” Orson said.

      “That makes all of us,” Maggie said. She rested her hand on Brett’s shoulder. He reached up and took her hand in his.

      “What’s going to happen to Toby?” Naomi asked. “At least, what do you think will happen?”

      Brett looked at Brooks. “Most likely, he spends another long stretch in prison,” Brooks said. “Which at his age is not going to be fun for him, but his actions determined what his fate will look like, not any of us.”

      “That’s code for ‘it’s not your fault, Orson,’” Orson said. “And I just want to go on the record to say that I know this for a fact, and I am not going to go insane blaming myself for my nephew’s actions.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Naomi said.

      “However,” Orson continued. “I do plan to stay in touch with him. He is not an evil man, no matter what it looks like to the outside world. If I blame anyone, it is my brother for failing him while he was alive.”

      “Do you really believe your brother knew?” Maggie asked.

      Orson nodded his head slowly. “That is the only reason I can think that he would submit his DNA online under my name like that,” he said. “Anthony was as mean as a snake. He would whip anyone who looked at him the wrong way, man, woman, or child. Maybe he thought this kid would come looking for him one day and he decided to send him in my direction for kicks and giggles.”

      “Or maybe he sent him to you because he knew what sort of a scoundrel he was,” Brooks said. “It could be that this was his one act of benevolence.”

      Orson snickered. “I don’t think my brother had an ounce of benevolence in his entire body, but I appreciate the sentiment,” he said. “You might be right, but my guess is Anthony did it as a sort of final joke on me. He always rubbed things in my face when we were kids, and tried to rub it in my face that Gladys sought him out when I enlisted.”

      “And you never knew she was pregnant?” Maggie said.

      “Nope, not once,” Orson said. “But let me just make this clear. I could not have been the father. We had one date where things got a little, how do you people say this these days, hot and heavy? But it was never that hot and it never got that heavy.”

      “You’re just old school, Orson,” Myra said. “These days everyone kisses and tells.”

      “Or whatever and tells,” Brooks said.

      “Yeah, well, it may have been the middle of a war when I dated Gladys, but I was raised that a man doesn’t do that,” Orson said. “And I wasn’t fifteen. I was a grown man, and she was a grown woman.”

      “I do have one question,” Maggie said. “If you knew the whole time that Toby couldn’t be your son, why did you meet with him in the first place?”

      Orson shrugged his shoulders. “I did it because I had a feeling there was a family connection somewhere,” he said. “I had no idea how my DNA would have gotten submitted to those people online, but I noticed he looked a little bit like me and my father. I knew that his mother had gotten herself tangled up with my brother for a couple of years after I left. I guess I thought I could meet him, hear him out, and do my best by him.”

      “But his girlfriend didn’t help that meeting go well,” Brett said. “Her life was such a wreck.”

      “It’s too bad all of that caught up with her,” Brooks said. “I think we can assume Toby might have been ready to turn over a new leaf and try to live a better life.”

      “Only if there was someone else around who could have encouraged him,” Orson said. “I know it’s harsh, but the one thing I learned about my nephew in the time I was with him is that he is about as malleable as Lexi’s Play-doh.”

      “That’s quite a comparison.” Brett chuckled. “But I guess it works.”

      Myra stood up and headed into the kitchen. She returned with a tray filled with coffee mugs and a few cookies. “I thought we could spend a few minutes discussing other matters,” she said.

      “And what matters would those be?” Ruby asked. She picked up a cookie as Myra passed her seat.

      “Well, in less than two months we have another huge event taking place,” Myra said, with a sideways grin to Maggie. The change in conversation had been planned between them.

      “That’s right.” Orson smiled. “These two love birds are going to get hitched, at last.”

      “Yeah, finally,” Ruby muttered.

      “You can say that again,” Brooks whispered.

      “Alright, alright, you all,” Brett said. “What do we need to discuss?”

      “Well, for one thing, how goes the wedding planning?” Myra asked. “I know we have our ring bearer and flower girl planned.”

      “Yes, we do,” Brooks said proudly. “We have Wyatt and Lexi running the show.”

      “I was hoping we could change a few things around,” Brett said. He took a mug of coffee from the tray and cast a knowing glance at Maggie.

      “Oh no,” Orson said, shaking his head. “Tell me you two aren’t reconsidering.”

      “Well, I already asked you to be my best man,” Brett said. “But I think I want to switch that up. What do you say, Maggie?”

      Everyone stared at Orson as his face fell.

      “I’d like for Bradley to stand up with me instead,” Brett continued.

      “And I’ll have Ruby, Naomi and Myra.” Maggie nodded.

      “I thought this was supposed to be a small wedding,” Orson grumbled. “I guess one way to make it smaller is to get rid of me. I get it. I’m old and feeble now. It’s fine.”

      Brett cleared his throat. “Well, if Bradley is standing up there with me, who is going to walk you down the aisle, Maggie?”

      Orson looked at her. “Are you just going to skip that part since you’re already a grandma and everything?”

      Maggie wadded up her napkin and tossed it at him. “Very funny,” she said. “Actually, Orson, that’s one reason I wanted Myra to bring up the wedding this afternoon.”

      “Oh, boy,” Orson muttered. “Here we go.”

      “I was wondering if you thought you could give that physical therapist a little less grief and make sure you’re ready to walk down that aisle with me,” Maggie said.

      For a moment, a hush fell over the room. Orson stood up from his chair and slowly moved toward the window. His limp was a little more pronounced than Maggie had expected. He turned back and moved toward the couch where they were seated. He stood beside her and offered his good hand. Maggie took it in hers and smiled up at him.

      “Darn it if you people don’t keep an old man on his toes,” he said.

      “Does that mean you’ll do it?” Brooks asked him.

      “Yeah, yeah, of course I will,” Orson said. He leaned over slowly and planted a kiss on Maggie’s head. He looked down at Brett and nudged him slightly with his cane. “I suppose you and I need to go in the other room and have ourselves one of those man-to-man talks.”

      Brett blushed instantly. “I already know what I need to know, Orson,” he said.

      Orson shuffled back to his chair. When he reached it, he looked back at Brett and slowly spun around and sat down. The move reminded Maggie of a jazz dancer’s twist. Everyone gasped at his trick. “You know why they say you can’t teach an old dog new tricks,” Orson asked. “It’s because us old dogs already know all of the tricks.”
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