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Chapter One
       Toy Town is usually a nice place to live. Toys from all over the world come to live and work here. They meet, fall in love, and sometimes have little toys of their own. A nice happy place.  Sometimes the toys aren't so nice. That's when I get involved. My name is Connie Cobbler. I'm a toy. I'm a detective.
        I don't work for the police. I do private investigations. Usually I'm hired to find a missing toy or locate deadbeat dolls who haven't made payments on their cars. Other times I have to get rough. I know what you're thinking. 'Connie, you're a soft stuffed toy. What harm could you do?' Go ahead. Think that way. A lot of toys do. That's when I surprise them. I didn't spend all those years hanging around with action figures and not pick up a thing or two.
        I remember once I was searching for a lost dog. The dog wasn't that valuable, but the diamond-studded collar around his neck was. His owner was a doll who had a lot of money and even more time. You've probably seen her blonde hair in the papers and on TV. It was Brenda Bombshell.  
        Brenda came to my office one sunny day last fall. I was sitting at my desk pouring myself a glass of root beer when she came in. I recognized her instantly. 
        "How can I help you?" I asked as I took a sip of my root beer.
        "I'm sure you know who I am,” she answered. I saw from her eyes that she had been crying.
        "No, ma'am, I can't say that I do," I lied. Usually, I hate lying, but in my business, it can keep you alive. "What's the matter?" I gestured for her to sit down in the chair across from my desk.
        She sat and said nothing for a few moments, gathering her thoughts it seemed like. Finally she spoke, her voice cracking as she tried to keep the sobs inside her. "My name is Brenda Bombshell. My...my dog is gone. I took him for a drive this morning and now I can't find him!" 
        I pushed a box of tissues towards her as she started to weep. She waved me off and pulled a silk handkerchief out of her purse. The handkerchief probably cost more money than I make in a month. She dabbed at the corners of her eyes and continued with her story.
        "Foo-foo and I stopped at Bearington's to pick up an outfit for a party tonight," she said.
        "Foo-foo?
        "My dog," she snapped. "I went into the changing room to try on a dress which I had made for the occasion. I left Foo-foo out with the employees."
        She took out a picture of her dog and handed it to me. Toy poodle. It figured. The dog was wearing a diamond and ruby encrusted collar. It looked expensive.
        "Why didn't you take Foo-foo into the dressing room with you?"
        She gave me a look that would have stopped a truck. "They always take care of my dog when I shop. They'd better if they want to keep my business."
        I was beginning to get the impression that this was a doll who was used to pushing toys around to get what she wanted. She'd better be careful, or I was going to be pushing her out the door.
       "I have a question," I said. "Why did you come here? Why didn't you just go to the police?"
       "I did. I spoke to a Captain Cuddles. He rudely told me that the police didn't handle missing dog cases. However, he did recommend you. He said you were the best at finding missing loved ones."
       Captain Cuddles and I weren't what you'd call friends. We didn't hate each other. He was a good detective and a great teddy bear, but we were both stubborn and had crossed paths on a lot of cases.
        "Okay, ma'am, I'll take your case, but we'll need to set a few rules. First, I get $500 a day."
        "Five hundred! That's ridiculous! I'll give you $300 and not a penny more."
        I stood up and opened the door. "Have a nice day."
        "Wait! Alright, I'll pay. What else?"
        "Second, you need to turn off your attitude. I'm not one of your servants."
        Brenda looked like she had been slapped in the face. "How dare you? No one talks to me like that!"
        "Then I guess Foo-foo will have to find his own way home." The door was still open and I pointed out into the hallway.
       "Anything else?" she sighed in defeat.
       "Yes, I'll report to you at your house every night at six o’clock to let you know what I've found out."
       She stood up and turned to leave. As she was walking out, she stopped suddenly. "You may not know who I am," she smiled, "but I remember you."
       I felt my cheeks grow red. "What do you mean?"
       "Come now, Miss Cobbler. Every toy remembers you. Did you think you could just walk away from all of that fame and fortune and no one would give it another thought?"
       "Get out,” I muttered through gritted teeth.
       "Why did you stop?" she continued. "Connie Cobbler and the Pastry Pals. You had a TV show, tee shirts, even a movie. What happened?"
       "I'll see you tonight at six o'clock," I said as I rushed her out the door. I slammed it shut and tried my best not to cry.
Chapter 2
       I pulled myself together and jumped in my car. I decided to start my search for Foo-foo at Bearington's Department Store. Bearington's was the kind of place where there were no price tags on the merchandise. Either you could afford it or you shopped at the discount store down the street. 
        I pulled up in front of Bearington's around two o'clock. As I headed for the door of the store, the doorman stopped me. "You can't park that pile of junk there. Respectable toys shop here." He was made of blocks, the kind that snaps together. "You'll have to move your car." 
       I went to move around him. He poked me in the shoulder. Big mistake.
       After I rearranged a few of his blocks, I walked into the store. I'd been here before in happier times. It was still as grand as I remembered it. A large crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling. The smells of perfume and money tinged the air. I used to like places like this. Now they just bring me down.
       I spotted a large sign at the back of the store that read Finest Fall Fashions for Females. What alliteration. I headed back there and hoped to find some answers. 
       The employees were whispering in panicked tones. I tried to catch what they were saying, but they shut up once they saw me. One of them, a toy with a pull string in her back, came over to me. She reached behind her back and pulled her string. "May I help you, ma'am?" She looked worried, but not enough to hide her contempt of my less than designer clothes.
       "Yes,” I answered. "My name is Connie Cobbler. I'm working for Brenda Bombshell. I'd like to ask you a few questions." 
       She pulled her string and said "Oh...uh...Miss Cobbler, is it? I'm afraid I don't know much of anything." She turned and gave a look of help to an overstuffed elephant in a too tight suit. He came marching over, his steps lighter than I expected for a toy of his size.
       "I'm Mr. Bobo, head of this department. How may I be of assistance?" trumpeted the elephant. He smelled like peanuts.
       "Well, as I just told your salesclerk, I'm doing an investigation for Brenda Bombshell and I'd like a few questions answered."
       "Of course! Anything to help a valued client like Miss Bombshell. Everyone here at Bearington's will be glad to assist you." He clumsily pulled something out of his pocket with his trunk and held it out to me. "Peanut?"
       "No, thank you. Just answers. What time did Miss Bombshell arrive this morning?" I asked.
       "Oh, I'd say around ten. Does that sound about right to you, Agnes?" Mr. Bobo asked the salesclerk. She reached around and pulled her string. "Um...yes, sir. Ten o'clock." 
       "Was anyone else with her?" I asked.
       "Just her dog," said the elephant.
       "And her driver," chimed in Agnes.
       "That's enough, Agnes. Why don't you go and see if you can go help customers?" said Mr. Bobo with a forced smile. Agnes quickly left and went back to the other salesclerks. "What other questions might you have? We really are rather busy here," he said pointing with his trunk at the nearly empty Finest Fall Fashions for Females department.
       I knew that I wasn't going to get any straight answers out of the pachyderm. My best bet was to get to the salesclerks. "No, Mr. Bobo. I'm just going to look around and see what I can find."
       "Well, please don't disturb my customers or employees. Very busy indeed!" he said. 
       "Of course not. I'm sure we both want to help Miss Bombshell find her dog." I smiled as Mr. Bobo marched away.
       I quietly walked up to the salesclerks to try to hear what they were whispering about again. "...if her driver didn't make such a racket..." "...poor dog..." "...collar must have cost a fortune..." 
       "Excuse me," I interrupted. They all jumped.
       "Please don't scare us like that!" Agnes said as she released her string. "You could give a toy a heart attack."
       "Sorry, I'm just curious. What kind of racket did her driver make?"
       "Well," started an older video game cartridge, "he came swinging through here like he owned the place."
       "Swinging? He's some kind of monkey?" I asked
       "Gorilla. Largest stuffed gorilla I've ever seen. He knocked over most of the suit racks in Mostly Modern Menswear. It took me over two hours to clean it up," complained the video game.
       "That's right about the time Miss Bombshell's dog disappeared," added Agnes. "We were all watching Foo-foo when we heard the crashing. We ran to see what had happened. When we came back...," she stopped and pulled her string again, "Foo-foo was gone."
       "Where was the driver by then?"
       "He was swinging out of this department," said a checkerboard whose nametag read Clyde. "He swung up onto the chandelier and then out the door. It looked like he had a bag in his hand." 
       A bag. "Did he come in with the bag?" I asked.
       "Not that I noticed. I was spending too much time putting Miss Bombshell's dress choices back on the rack," Clyde answered.       
       "I thought she was having a dress made."
       "Goodness, no!" the video game interrupted. "She hasn't had a dress made in a while. We still treat her like royalty even though she can only afford to buy off the rack."
        The gears in my head started to turn. Brenda Bombshell lied about having a dress made. Plenty of dolls lie, so what made Bombshell any different? Money, that's what. Bombshell was used to getting the best. Now, it appeared, she was taking a step down the financial ladder.
       "Did she buy a dress?"
       "Um...she didn't really buy one," said Clyde.
       "Shhhh!" Agnes whispered.
       "Oh, she'll find out eventually. When Miss Bombshell found out her dog was gone, she made such a scene. We all tried to quiet her. Mr. Bobo gave her a dress to calm her down," Clyde said.
       "Did it work?"
       "Shhhh!" Agnes whispered again.
       "I should say so," continued Clyde. "Miss Bombshell walked out of here almost as if nothing had happened. Mr. Bobo swore us all to secrecy. Bad publicity and all that."
       I now had a few puzzle pieces to work with: swinging stuffed gorillas, free dresses, and a doll buying off the rack. I wasn't sure what it added up to, but I was sure it was trouble.
Chapter Three
       As I drove away from Bearington's, I took a quick look in my rear view mirror. The doorman was finally putting himself back in order. I smiled, thinking that it would be a long time before he ever poked another toy.
       Something was bothering me. Brenda Bombshell had gone out of her way to make sure that I knew she was getting handmade clothes. She even flashed that fancy handkerchief back in my office. She wanted me to think of her as rich. As far as I knew, she was. She was usually in the news or on TV, attending some party or charity event. I remembered seeing her on one of the entertainment shows the month before. The host had made some comment about Brenda wearing the same outfit to two events in the same week. 
       That's when something clicked. I picked up the phone and called Action Jim.
       Action Jim was everything his name implied. He had climbed mountains, been a spy, joined the army, and even flew a rocket to the moon. That's why I still had trouble when he answered his phone at his new job.
       "Action Jim’s Accounting Firm. How can I help you?"
       "A.J., it's Connie."
       "Connie! Great to hear your voice. When are you coming over for dinner? Mary and I have been dying to see you," he said with a smile in his voice. 
       I hated to cut him off, but I needed information. "A.J., how good are you with tracking down financial records?"
       "I don't mean to brag...actually, I do, HA HA, but I am the one who developed the new program that traces all of the money in Toy Town. It runs on a mathematical principle..." 
       "I need you do a big favor for me. Can you check on the bank accounts of Brenda Bombshell?" I pleaded.
       A.J. whistled. "Brenda Bombshell? Wow, that's huge. You know her? She's gorgeous!"
       "And you're married," I reminded him. "Can you do it for me? I'm working on a case for her."
       The phone went quiet for a moment. "A.J.? Are you still there?"
       "Yeah, but that's a toy's personal information. I have no problem checking out corporations."
       "And I had no problem dragging you out of a burning car two years ago when you were a race car driver." I hated to bring that up, but I was getting desperate.
       "Okay," he conceded. "When do you need it?"
       "Soon. I'm on my way over to your office now. I just have to make one quick stop." I hung up. 
       One of the clerks at Bearington's had said something that might mean something. "Collar must have cost a fortune...,” one of them had mentioned. Only one place in Toy Town made expensive dog collars. That was Snookum's Fine Jewelers. They catered to every whimsical taste.
       It was nearly three-thirty by the time I arrived at Snookum's. Traffic this time of day was horrible. Walking would have been faster. 
       Snookum's Fine Jewelers didn't have a doorman like Bearington's so I wouldn't have to deal with any blockhead. That didn't mean it was going to be a cakewalk once I got in. The toys who worked in this store were used to dealing only with the rich and famous. I had to do my best to blend in. 
       I wasn't wearing my fanciest clothes that day, but that wouldn't be a problem. I had on a tan trench coat and a fedora hat, the standard uniform in my profession, but I did have something that other private investigators didn't. I had some fame. Brenda Bombshell had reminded me of that, much as I wanted to forget it. It was time to use it.
       I walked into the store and forced a smile to my lips. My cheeks became rosier. I took off the hat I almost always wore and let my brown curls flow out. Time to see if anyone remembered Connie Cobbler. 
       It took only a minute of looking at the overpriced jewelry before a clown came over to me from behind the counter. His red curly hair distracted from the jewels, but the expensive suit he wore told me he had taste.
       "May I be of service, madam?" he said curtly.
       "I hope so. My friend Brenda Bombshell bought a diamond dog collar here some time ago. I'd love to get one just like it for my puppy." 
       "You know Miss Bombshell?" he said with a hint of disbelief.
       "We're very good friends," I lied for the second time that day.
       "You...you look familiar," he said, recognition creeping into his eyes. "It is you! You're Connie Cobbler!"
       Fame can pay off. "Yes." I tried to act humble. "Are you a fan?"
       "I loved watching Connie Cobbler and the Pastry Pals. It was such a fun show. May I ask why it ended?
       "Per...personal reasons," I stammered. I always have trouble when toys ask me about that show. I had to lock away the pain and continue. I was on a job for a client.
       "I'm sorry, Miss Cobbler. I didn't mean to pry. Just curious," he said, taken aback.
       I had to keep him happy. I needed to find out how much Bombshell had paid for that dog collar. "I didn't mean to be rude. I'm always happy to meet a fan. It's a pleasure to meet you, Mr..."
       "Bubbles. Bosworth Bubbles," he said, his smile almost as bright as the diamonds on display. "I really am such a huge fan!! I've seen all of your shows at least ten times each. And the movie! FABULOUS!! I even keep a photo of you and the Pastry Pals under the counter. It brightens my day."
       "Thank you, Mr. Bubbles," I said.
       "Please, call me Bubbles. All of my friends do. Oh, I didn't mean to imply you were my friend...I...oh,...um...I just put my big size 28 foot in my mouth!!!" He started to make a sad clown face. There's no toy harder to get information out of than a sad clown. 
       "It's quite alright, Bubbles. Please call me Connie. All of my friends call me that!" 
       Bubbles' smile grew literally from ear to ear. "Imagine. Connie Cobbler and I are friends!" he said a bit too loudly. "What can I do for you, Connie?" 
       "I was wondering how much Brenda Bombshell paid for her dog collar. I was looking for one just like it for my puppy," I repeated.
       "Ah, yes. I remember that collar very well. Three large diamonds and six small rubies. Quite lovely! It cost a small fortune. She paid $750,000."
       "That's a nice chunk of change," I said quietly.
       "Excuse me? I didn't hear you," said Bubbles.
       "Oh, I was just saying I wouldn't want the price to change...uh, when I order it."
       "I'm afraid the cost will be a bit more. Miss Bombshell bought that piece for her little Foo-foo two years ago. The price of diamonds has gone up somewhat." He smiled and looked around to make sure no one was listening. "I could try to get a discount for a friend. I could get the information for you and get you a price by the end of the week."
       "That sounds great," I said. "Bubbles, you've been wonderful. I'll see you at the end of the week."
       He looked like he was about to say something, then hesitated. "Miss...uh, Connie?"
       "Yes?"
       "Oh, never mind. I wouldn't want to impose on a friend." His hands were under the counter and appeared to be fiddling with something. 
       "What is it?" I asked, hoping my desire to leave didn't creep into my voice.
       He pulled out the picture and a pen. "Autograph?"
       Anything for a fan. And a case.
Chapter Four
       With my hair snuggly tucked back under my fedora, I headed on over to Action Jim's office. When I arrived, I pulled into spot marked 'For Action Jim's Valued Customers.' I wasn't a customer, but it was nice to know that I was valued.
       I checked the directory in the lobby and saw that A.J.'s office was on the twentieth floor. A.J. always did like heights. I was more of a 'keep your feet on the ground' kind of toy. The elevator doors opened and I got in. I hit twenty and prayed the elevator didn't get stuck.
       On the way up, I kept wondering how A.J. could have traded a life of adventure for a chair behind a desk. He used to be traveling the globe, enjoying life, and saving the world. Then he met Mary. I'd never seen him fall in love so hard. 
       Mary was a nice doll. She was everything Brenda Bombshell wasn't. She didn't care about wealth or appearances. She saw past A.J.'s rough exterior and found the kind-hearted action figure I'd always thought was in there. They fell in love in a heartbeat and he gave up his adventures when he crashed while racing cars. He never seemed to regret it. I was happy for him. He was my one true friend.
       The elevator doors opened and I stepped out. I found A.J.'s office and introduced myself to the secretary.
       "Hello, I'm Connie Cobbler. I have an appointment to see A.J."
       "I'm sorry. Who? There's no A.J. here," said the stuffed bunny behind the desk. He seemed a bit confused. The phone rang. "Excuse me. I have to get this. 'Good morning, Action Jim's Accounting Firm,'" he said as he held the receiver up to one giant floppy ear. "Oh, yes. Yes, sir. I'll send her right in. Action Jim will see you, Miss Cobbler."
       I wondered how A.J. had known I'd arrived when I saw the tiny camera hidden in the flowers on the bunny's desk. A.J. may have retired, but he still played it safe.
       "Thank you." I walked towards the large oak door behind rows of accountants.
       "Oh!" I heard behind me. "A.J.! Action Jim! Now I get it!" Bunnies aren't always the brightest.
       As I approached the door, it swung open. A.J. came charging towards me, his arms out for a hug. I bent down, picked him up, and returned the bone-crushing hug he gave me. A.J. may be small, but he's one powerful toy.
       I put him down and he rushed me into his office. Photos lined the walls, each one a picture of him risking his neck for adventure. "Connie! Wait until you see what I found on Brenda Bombshell." He sat down at his desk and pushed some papers towards me. 
       I read them. Then I reread them. "A.J., if this is true, then that means Brenda Bombshell is..."
       "Broke," he finished. "She owes money on her mansion, cars, everything. However, look at the last page. When she bought the dog collar, she had it insured for one million dollars. That's standard procedure for jewelry, but recently she had it reinsured for three million."
       A big piece of the mystery just opened up. Brenda wanted the millions, but why lose the pooch? 
       "Do you think she's running some kind of insurance fraud?" asked A.J.
       "It looks like it," I answered. Now I knew what happened to the collar, but where was Foo-foo?  
        "A.J., I have to go. Do you mind if I take these papers with me?"
        "Of course not, Connie. I hope I helped."
        I put the papers in my coat pocket and stood up. "As always." I shook his hand and headed out the door. It was time to pay Brenda Bombshell an early visit. 
       The Bombshell mansion was in the hills of Toy Town. That's where the wealthy live, high enough to look down on all of the other toys. 
        It was just approaching five o'clock as I slowly drove my car up to the gates of the mansion. I wanted to catch Bombshell by surprise. It's amazing what you can find when you arrive to a party early.
        I got out of my car and walked slowly up the long driveway. I stayed close to the overgrown hedges so I wouldn't be seen. As I got closer, I could see that the mansion had seen better days. The paint was faded and cobwebs gathered in the windows. The curtains were in tatters. Something in my gut told me things weren't adding up. Bombshell might have been broke, but she seemed like a toy who kept up appearances. 
        I reached the door and knocked. I waited. And waited. I knocked again. This time the door opened slowly. A large figure loomed in the doorway. I smelled bananas. It was the gorilla. 
       "My name is Max. May I help you?" said the gorilla in a crisp British accent.
       "Yes. My name is Connie Cobbler. I'm here to see Miss Bombshell."
       "Is she expecting you?" he said. He looked a bit nervous.
       "Yes. Can I come in?" I asked. Something was wrong. I could feel it in my stuffing. 
       "Very well. Miss Bombshell will see you in the parlor. Come with me."
       The house wasn't in great condition on the inside either. Dust had settled on almost everything. It looked like the servants had been given a few months off. 
        Max pointed to a closed door. "In here, please. I believe Miss Bombshell is waiting for you." 
        So much for the element of surprise. I heard Bombshell talking to someone behind the door. As Max opened the door, the talking stopped. I stepped in tentatively, not sure what to expect. I saw Brenda Bombshell sitting on a couch, a forced smile on her face. I looked around. Max entered and closed the door behind him.
        "Miss Cobbler, whatever are you looking for?" she said as her eyes darted around the room.
        "Who were you talking to?" I asked.
        "No one," she said a bit too firmly. "Now please tell me what you've found out."
        I was tempted to sit but I've learned never get too comfortable on this job. "Well, Miss Bombshell, I discovered you spent a pretty penny on that dog collar. Three quarters of a million dollars is a lot of money to spend on a dog."
        Brenda Bombshell gasped. "Well...well, Foo-foo is worth every cent."
        I noticed the other luxuries she lavished on Foo-foo all over the room. A solid gold doggie bed lay next to the couch and a sterling silver food dish full of fresh food sat next to that.
        "Even worth enough to go to jail?"
        "What are you talking about, Miss Cobbler? I've committed no crime."
        "Insurance fraud is considered a major crime in Toy Town," I said as I took A.J.'s papers from my pocket and handed them to her. She started to weep. Tears don't work on me. Not anymore.
        "It's...it's not my fault," she wept. She cried so hard I almost believed her.
        Then it hit me. A dish full of fresh food. Who feeds a missing dog?
        "Where's Foo-foo?"
        "I...I don't know," she answered as she wiped the tears from her eyes.
        "Please, Miss Bombshell. I've been in this game long enough to know when a toy's been yanking my batteries. I'll ask you again, where's the dog?"
        I heard the clicking of a gun.
        "Look behind you," said a voice.
        I slowly turned, expecting to find Max with a gun. I found myself staring at a toy poodle holding a gun. Foo-foo had gotten the drop on me.
       
Chapter Five
       Foo-foo gestured with the gun for me to sit down. I slowly sat next to Brenda Bombshell on the couch. "You're good, Miss Cobbler, you're very good. I heard that you were a great detective, but to solve a case in a few hours is nothing short of remarkable," said the poodle. "Tell me, what gave me away?"
       "Your stupidity," I said, realizing now that Foo-foo was the other voice I heard when I walked in. 
       "Try again," sneered the dog, as he kept the gun pointed at me. "I didn't put together an ingenious plan like this just to be called stupid. What was it?"
       I saw my chance to put this case together and get out of here alive if I could just keep him talking and get myself moving. Slowly I rose to my feet.
       "Where do you think you're going, Miss Cobbler?" Foo-foo said as he moved closer to me.
       "I only want to show you where you went wrong," I told him. He was almost close enough to me where I could knock the gun from his hand. A.J. had shown me that move many times when he was teaching me karate. 
       "Alright. Get up very slowly. Max," he said to the ape, "keep an eye on her. If she tries anything, grab her."
       "You told me no one would get hurt," protested Max.
       "No one will as long as you stick to the plan," said Foo-foo. "Now, Miss Cobbler, if you would, please explain."
       "Well," I said, trying to get a bit closer to the poodle, "your first mistake was keeping your bowl full of food. Why would a missing dog need food?" I inched a bit closer.
       Foo-foo shook his head. "I should have known. And my second mistake?"
       "Letting me up," I said as I knocked the gun from his paw. I did a spinning back kick that sent the poodle crashing across the room. I heard grunting behind me. Max came charging at me full speed. I tried to step out of his way, but he threw me to the floor. I knew how to fall, but it still hurt. I felt a couple of buttons loosen on me. 
       "I didn't want to hurt anyone!" yelled Max as he swung his fists down towards me. I rolled to one side just as I heard the floor shatter into splinters. I kicked his legs out from under him and he went tumbling down. His head hit the floor and he was out cold. 
       I turned to see how Brenda Bombshell was doing. She was still on the couch, a look of disbelief in her eyes. She was pointing at something behind me. The growling I heard let me know that Foo-foo was back for more. I readied myself and turned to face him. 
       "You miserable doll!" he snarled at me. "I will not let you undo months of planning! I will get my millions! I will get what's coming to me!"
       I was happy to oblige. Foo-foo came at me with some moves that an amateur must have taught him. I flipped him over my shoulder and had him yelping before he knew it. Then I felt the pain. His teeth sank into my arm like I was a chew toy. I pulled away, holding my arm. 
       Foo-foo grabbed for the gun that was still on the floor. I was too far away to stop him. "Now," he said, "it's time to put an end to Connie Cobbler." He pointed the gun at me and I heard a loud sound. Foo-foo went limp and fell to the floor. Behind Foo-foo stood Brenda Bombshell holding his silver dog dish.
       "Bad dog," was all she could say.
       After Brenda found some rope, we tied up Foo-foo and Max. I called Captain Cuddles. He said he'd be over with some toys from the force to arrest the poodle and gorilla. 
       "He...he made me spend all of my money on him," she said as we waited for the police. "It started with that collar. I didn't mind at first. I thought he was worth it. Then he wanted more and more. Before I knew it, I was out of money. I had to fire most of the servants, except for Max."
       "How did this all start?" I asked as I wrapped my arm in some gauze I had found in a medicine chest.
       "Foo-foo got greedy. It's as simple as that, I guess," Brenda said. "I spoiled him rotten. When the money started to run out, he came up with a plan to get more."
       "Let me guess. Insure the collar for three million and then make it disappear. How close am I?"
       "Very good, Miss Cobbler. It wasn't insured against loss, only theft. He said if it looked like he was taken, I could make a claim on the collar. I...I didn't want to go along, but he forced me." She began to weep again.
       "How could he force you? He's a toy poodle," I said.
       She turned her face from me, trying to hide her tears and a secret. "He had some unflattering information about me," she cried.
       "What is it?"
       "I can't tell you! It's too embarrassing." 
       I gave her a choice. "Either tell me or explain it to the police when they get here."
       She composed herself and turned to face me once more. "I'm...I'm not a natural blonde!" she said. "Please don't judge me."
       "That's it? You risked jail time to protect a secret like that? 
       "Miss Cobbler, you've had your share of fame. You understand how judgmental the public can be. I'm the most famous doll in the world. It's all I have...had. Now my secret will get out and I'll be ruined. I've lost not only my fortune, but my fame!" she said as her eyes welled up again.
       I hated to agree with her, but she was right. I remembered being in the spotlight. Reporters and photographers followed me everywhere, broadcasting my every move. I actually felt sorry for Brenda Bombshell.
       "Miss Bombshell," I said, "let me talk to Captain Cuddles when he gets here. I'm sure he can find a way to keep it from getting out to the public."
       "You'd do that for me?" she asked as she started to smile for the first time that evening. 
       "Anything for a client." I could hear the sirens quickly approaching. "Sounds like the cavalry is coming. Before they get here, tell me something else. How come Max went along with this?"
       She started to smooth out her clothing and primp to prepare for the arriving company. "He'd do anything to protect me and my secrets. I'm Brenda Bombshell." 
       Some dolls never change.
Chapter Six
       After filling in Captain Cuddles on the events of that evening, I headed home for a quick bite and some overdue sleep. As my head hit the pillow, my brain kept going back to one thing, the thing that still gets to me: fame. That day brought it all back. I tried to push it out of my head as I drifted off to sleep, but it enveloped me and dragged me down to sleep. I knew what dream was coming, but I was powerless to stop it. It seemed to start before my eyes closed all the way.
       I was back on the set of Connie Cobbler and the Pastry Pals in my dream. All of the Pastry Pals were there with me, ready to shoot a new episode of our show. Debbie Danish, Priscilla Pie, Tiffany Tart, Tracy Turnover, and I were best friends. We would sing and dance and bake during each show. Our show was watched all over Toy Town and we were rich and famous. Life was good, or so we thought. All it takes is one simple event to change everything.
       We were filming this episode in Bakery Land. The Pastry Pals and I had to cross the Gumdrop Bridge over the Custard River. When we reached the other side, we were going to sing a song about friendship. One by one, we crossed the bridge. I was the last in line, just behind Tiffany Tart. Tiffany was having a hard time because she was afraid of heights.
       "Don't worry, Tiffany!" I said as I held out my hand. "I'll go with you. That's what friends do!"
       Tiffany took my hand and we started to cross. She kept looking around her. "Don't drop me!" she pleaded. We had reached the top of the bridge as it crested over the Custard River. Below the custard bubbled and churned.
       "I won't let go of your hand," I promised as we slowly continued. That's when it happened. I felt the bridge start to give way. Tiffany screamed and grabbed me. 
       "Ow, Tiffany. Not so tight!" I yelled. 
       Tiffany tightened her grip on me. The bridge lurched and we both tumbled against the railing. It started to give way. Tiffany leaned against it for support and it snapped. She slipped and almost fell. I still had her hand. "Hold on, Tiffany!" I hollered over her screams. "Someone, please help us!" I shouted. We were too far out on the bridge to be rescued and it was quickly falling apart.
       I felt her hand start to slip from mine. I reached out with my other hand and tried to pull her up. The bridge jolted again and I felt my grasp loosen. "Please, Tiffany, reach up with your other hand and hold mine!" She kept looking up at me, terror in her eyes. I felt her fingers slipping. I tried to hold on. 
        I failed. I watched in horror as Tiffany Tart fell the long distance into the Custard River, never to be seen again.
       I woke with a start. I felt cold and wrapped a blanket around myself, but I couldn't sleep again that night.
Chapter Seven
       As the sun rose over Toy Town, I tried to shake the specter of last night’s dream with a good shower. Usually, when I have the dream the memory fades fast. This time it was different. The dream was more vivid, almost realistic. I even thought I smelled custard for a moment.
        I looked in my closet for something to wear. Most of what I wore on my job were dark clothes. They blend in and toys don’t notice you as much. That morning I decided to brighten it up. Maybe it was the dream or the sun as it shone in my bedroom window. 
       As I reached in the closet for a colorful outfit, my hand knocked a piece of clothing off a hanger. I picked it up and held it out in front of me. I couldn’t believe what I saw. 
       It was one of my old Pastry Pals outfits. It shouldn’t have been there. I thought I had burned them all after I quit the show. I guess when the past comes to visit in the night it can overstay its welcome. I put the outfit back on the rack and picked a dark shirt and pants. So much for a cheery disposition that day. 
       I put my coat on and was about to head out the door when the phone rang. Before I could even say hello, a gruff voice on the other end said, “Cobbler, it’s Cuddles. I want to see you down at the station.”
       “It’s nice to say please,” I reminded him. That always annoyed him.
       “Hey,” he yelled. “I cleaned up after your mess last night. I want you here now.” There was a pause. “Please,” he added before hanging up. 
       I walked out the door and got into my car. I headed downtown to the police station, wondering what Cuddles wanted. His voice had a hint of urgency. 
       I pulled up to the station a few minutes later. Contrary to what you might have seen on television, this police station was quiet and clean. As I said before, Toy Town is a nice place to live. There weren’t too many crimes on a daily basis.
       I walked in the door and up to the front desk. I recognized the chess piece working behind it at once. “Sergeant Rook, good to see you,” I said as I signed in the visitor’s log.  
 “Miss Cobbler, you’re looking...uh, well...good...good to see you,” he stammered. I’d been told by some of the other officers that Rook had a little crush on me. He was a nice toy, but I didn’t have time for romance. I was married to my job. 
       “I’m here to see Captain Cuddles,” I said, trying to stay professional.
       “Oh, he’s waiting for you in his office,” he said as he handed me my visitor’s badge.
       “Thanks,” I said as I went to see Cuddles. 
       As I walked into Cuddles’ office, he looked up from his paperwork. “It’s nice to knock first,” he growled. 
       “Knock, knock,” I said as I sat down. “You called me down here. What’s the matter?”
       “Well,” said Cuddles “After your little adventure at the Bombshell mansion last night, we gathered evidence. You do know what evidence is, don’t you, Cobbler? It’s what you get before you go charging into someone’s house and accusing them of fraud!”
       I tried my best to keep calm. “You sent her to me, remember? I was just following the clues. You do know what clues are, don’t you, Captain? They’re what you get to solve a case.” I stood up to leave. “It’s too early in the morning for this. Is there any other reason I should be here?”
       “Sit down, Cobbler,” said Cuddles, quieter than I would have expected. “We found something I think you should see.” 
       “What is it?”
       “I want to warn you, Cobbler...Connie...this isn’t going to be easy for you to see. Please sit down.” 
       I sat again, intrigued and a bit worried. Cuddles never called me by my first name unless it was something bad. “Alright, show me.”
       He pulled out a disc from his desk drawer. “We found this in Foo-foo’s possessions. It’s a recording of...well, just watch.” He put the disc into his computer and the screen lit up.
       “This isn’t what I think it is,” I said incredulously. “It can’t be.”
       “I’m afraid it is,” said Cuddles. “Do you want me to stop it?”
       “No,” I murmured as I watched the screen. On it, I saw Tiffany Tart falling into the Custard River. 
       “I’m sorry to have to show you this, but if it comes out during Foo-foo’s trial...”
       “Make me a copy of this,” I said quietly.
       “Connie, you know I can’t.”
       “Please,” I said. 
       “Okay, I’ll have it sent over to your office later today. But don’t tell anyone or it’ll be my fur on the line.”
       “I have one more favor to ask. I need to talk to Foo-foo.”
       “You don’t have to ask. He’s been asking for you.”
       “Then let’s go see him.”
       
       Captain Cuddles put me in a small room to wait for Foo-foo to be brought up from his cell. In the middle of the room was a table with a chair on either side. A large mirror was on the wall across from where I sat. I knew that I was being watched on the other side. The police believed it was for my protection. Foo-foo needed protection more.
       The door opened and in came Foo-foo, his paws handcuffed in front of him. Captain Cuddles walked in behind him. “Foo-foo, it’s my duty to inform you that you may have your lawyer present. Do you want that?” said Cuddles to the poodle.
       Foo-foo looked up at Cuddles. “No, thank you. I just want a few moments to talk to Miss Cobbler.”
       “Okay,” said Cuddles before he left. “Do you feel safe in here?”
       “I’m fine,” I said.
       “I was talking to the poodle.”
       “Yes,” said Foo-foo as he touched one paw to the bruise that decorated his eye.
       Cuddles closed the door as Foo-foo sat down across from me.
       “Well, Miss Cobbler. Did you see my little present?” smiled Foo-foo.
       “Where did you get it?” I said calmly. It was best not to seem angry. That’s what he wanted. I wanted information.
       “I have my sources. My favorite part of the recording is when you let Tiffany Tart fall to her death. How come that episode didn’t air on television?” 
       I felt myself getting flush with fury, but I had to keep my cool. “I’ll ask one more time. Where did you get it? Was it Brenda Bombshell?”
       “Her? Of course not. She has no use of recordings that don’t involve her. She loves seeing herself on television. My source knew you from your days with the Pastry Pals.”
       “Give me a name.”
       “Not so easily. I want something first. You get me out of here,” he said.
       “I couldn’t do that even if I wanted to.”
       “Sure you could. Talk to your friend Captain Cuddles. I have information about something bigger than insurance fraud. Help me make a deal. He wouldn’t listen to me, but with your help I’m sure something could be arranged.” 
       I looked at the mirror, certain that Cuddles was watching and listening. “I have to get something from you first. Give me a hint of what you know and I’ll see what I can do.”
       “Well, since he’s already listening,” said Foo-foo as he looked at the mirror, “I can tell you this much. My source wants you dead.” He smiled and leaned back in his chair and started to laugh. 
       “It’s not that funny,” I said. 
       Foo-foo stopped laughing and stared straight at me. 
       “Now give me a name,” I said.
       He continued to stare. “If you want to make a deal tell me more, otherwise I’m not going to help you. And stop staring at me.”
       Foo-foo fell to the floor. The door burst open and Captain Cuddles rushed to Foo-foo’s side. He put two fingers up to Foo-foo’s neck. 
       “He’s dead, Cobbler.”
       
Chapter Eight
       "What happened in there, Cobbler?" shouted Captain Cuddles  later in his office. 
       "You were watching when it happened. You tell me. All I know is some toy wants me dead," I said as the door opened. Sergeant Rook entered with a folder and handed it to Cuddles.
       "This just came back from the lab, Captain," he said as he gave me a look of pity. I looked away. I never did like pity and I already wasn't in the best mood by then, but I didn't want to take it out on Rook. 
       "Anything else, Rook?" barked Cuddles.
       "Uh, no. No, sir."
       "Then get out!"
       Rook left quickly, leaving me alone with Cuddles and the folder. "Are you going to read what's in there or just keep me in the dark?" I asked.
       "I should be keeping you in a dark cell until I get to the bottom of this," he said as he put on his glasses and opened the folder. He began reading the report inside. "Hmmm. This is interesting."
       "What? What is it?"
       "According to this, someone slipped Foo-foo a poisoned biscuit at breakfast."
       "Then it has to be someone who works here! Let's go question the kitchen staff or his guards. I'm tired of sitting around, waiting to see who wants me dead."
       Captain Cuddles handed me the report. "Just wait. Read the last paragraph."
       I looked at the portion where Cuddles was pointing. 'At 7:00 a.m. a female toy was seen leaving the kitchen area through the back door. She was wearing a trench coat and a fedora hat.'
       "Now tell me, Cobbler, does that outfit sound familiar?" he said as he pointed to me. 
       "I was in here with you this morning! You know that," I protested.
       "And that's the only reason I haven't had you dragged by your batteries into a jail cell! Now get out of here and let me get some police work done."
       I was eager to hit the streets and find some clues myself. I was a marked toy and I wanted to find out who wanted me dead before they got their wish. "Fine," I said to Cuddles, "I have some investigating to do, too."
       "Wait a minute, Cobbler. You're not investigating anything. It's too dangerous!" he said. 
       "Captain, you sound like you almost care." I smiled.
       "Besides, you'll get in the way of real detectives. Now go find some place safe and lay low. I'll find you when I have more information."
       I pointed at his computer. "You won't forget to send a copy of the disc, will you?" I reminded him.
       He took his glasses off. "A promise is a promise."
       "You old softy," I said as I was leaving.
       "Get out!" I heard as the office door closed behind me.
       As much as I hated to admit it, Cuddles was right. I did need to lay low for awhile. My life was in danger. However, I had never been a toy who ran from a fight and I wasn't about to start then. I had to become my own client. 
       The only clues I had at that moment were a poisoned poodle, another doll dressed up like me, and a disc that showed the worst day of my life. The only problem was I couldn't examine the video on the disc until Cuddles sent me a copy. That meant replaying the event over and over in my mind. 
       I remembered Tiffany's screams and the look in her eyes. I had never seen a toy so frightened. I thought about how tightly she held onto my hands as I tried to pull her up. The bridge was collapsing underneath us. The smell of custard filled the air. What else happened that day? 
       I had tried to keep this memory hidden so long that I was having trouble bringing the details back. I needed help. I needed the Pastry Pals.       
       Finding the remaining Pastry Pals was going to be easy. Getting them to talk to me was going to be tough. They still blamed me for everything. Debbie Danish held me responsible for Tiffany's death. Debbie and Tiffany were as close as sisters. They did everything together and were never apart on the shows. I used to ask myself why I was walking with Tiffany that day over the bridge and not Debbie. I think Debbie asked herself that question, too.
       Priscilla Pie and Tracy Turnover, on the other hand, still held a grudge for the end of the Pastry Pals Show and all of the fame and fortune that went along with it. After Tiffany fell, I had trouble working on the show again. All I could hear were Tiffany's cries as she fell into the Custard River. I quit the show and soon after that, it was off the air. Priscilla and Tracy tried to convince me to stay. "It's what Tiffany would have wanted," they pleaded. My mind was made up. I left. 
       As much as they blamed me, I blamed myself even more. I tried to save my friend and I couldn't. That's why I became a private detective. I had to prevent as many tragedies as possible. I had to save as many toys as I could.
        
Chapter Nine
       Priscilla and Tracy were touring the country as a singing duo, performing mostly songs from their days on the Pastry Pals Show. They still had a lot of fans who wanted to sing along to songs about pastry and kindness. They kept their dream of fame and fortune alive. I was lucky that they were in Toy Town that week. The only problem was I couldn't get into see them at the hotel where they were staying. I had to think of a plan to find a way in to their hotel suite. 
       I decided to start my investigation by talking to Debbie Danish. She had become a news reporter for Channel 9 News in Toy Town. She had started out as an entertainment reporter interviewing television and movie stars. I guess the producers at Channel 9 News saw her only as a former Pastry Pal at first. She soon proved she could do more than talk to the stars. She always asked tough questions. When her boss at the news station saw she wasn't a toy to back down, she was quickly promoted to a major news reporter. She was good, too. She interviewed politicians, kings, and other major newsmakers. 
       I drove over to the Channel 9 News building, hoping I would catch Debbie. I didn't want to call first because she would probably have refused my calls. It was almost 10:00 in the morning when I pulled into the parking lot of the news building. Things were already bustling out there. Reporters and news crews were jumping into vans to go out and report that day's news. I could overhear a few of them talking as they were getting into the van next to my car.                     
       "Yeah, Brenda Bombshell's mansion!" said a cowboy with a video recorder.
       "But she's rich. Why would she want to steal a dog collar?" answered a tall toy in a blue suit with elastic arms. He reached all the way around the van and opened the driver's door for the cowboy.
       "Thanks," said the cowboy, "but I don't know why. I'm the cameraman and you're the reporter. Let's go up there and get the story." They both got in the van.
       The reporter stuck his head out of the window and stretched it up twenty stories. "Let's avoid midtown right now. It looks like traffic's backed up for hours," he yelled down.
       "Alright," said the cowboy and drove away.The reporter frantically tried to get his head back down into the car. 
       Then I saw her. Debbie Danish's head of red hair was hard to miss. She was walking past my car with her news crew. I pulled my hat down a bit further on my head so I wouldn't be recognized. I had to surprise her. That was the only way to get Debbie to talk. 
       As she passed my car, I quietly got out and followed her. She was busy talking to her news crew, complaining about their assignment. "I can't believe I've worked so hard and now I get a silly story like this!"
       "What are you going to do? The producers want ratings," said a stuffed kangaroo camera man.
       I figured this was my chance. "Debbie?" I said.
       Debbie slowly turned around. "I don't believe it. Connie Cobbler. I never thought you'd have the guts to see me again."
       "Debbie...I...don't know what to say."
       "How about goodbye?" she said. 
       "I need your help," I said. It was all I could say.
       "I thought you were some private detective now. What could I possibly help you with?" she said. 
       "Memories," I answered. 
       "What kind of memories?"
       "About that...that day. I'm onto something. Something to do with Tiffany and I need you to help me remember."
       "You dropped her. That's all you need to remember," she said as she turned to walk away.
       I was losing her interest. I had to appeal to the reporter in her. "Wait, I can give you a big story. The Brenda Bombshell story."
       "That's already been on the news. Besides, I'm not working that story. Stretch McGuiness is the reporter on that." 
       "That was my case. I can tell you how I solved it. I just want ten minutes of your time."
       She turned back to face me. "You have five. Start talking."
       
Chapter Ten
       I filled Debbie Danish in about the case and the problems back at the police station. She was more than intrigued. 
       "So this Foo-foo falls over dead? Just like that?" asked Debbie.
       "Not just like that. I told you, it was a poisoned biscuit."
       "But why would someone want to poison him?"
       "Because he knows who wants me dead," I answered. "I need to figure out who would want me dead."
       "That's a long list," Debbie said. She looked me in the eyes and, for the first time in a long time, I saw a smile come across her lips. "I'm sorry. I'm trying to make a joke."
       "It would be funny if it weren't true." I smiled back. "Can you help me remember? Please?"
       "Alright. We made a deal. What I remember from the day that you let Tiffany drop..."
       "I didn't let her drop!" I protested. "I held on to her. She slipped. She kept slipping and I couldn't stop it!"
       "From where I stood it looked like you let her drop. We all saw the bridge falling apart. The moment I got off, it started to shake. That's when I heard Tiffany start to scream. The two of you were out there and we couldn't help. Then we saw Tiffany fall...slip from your hands."
       "Was there anything else?" 
       "Well, it was probably my imagination."
       "What? I need to know everything."
       "I could have sworn that a few moments later I saw something crawl out of the Custard River farther downstream."
       "What did it look like?" I asked.
       "It was hard to tell and I was crying a lot. It was just a large custardy mass. I thought it crawled away into the Gingerbread Forest. That's really all I remember."
       "Thanks for helping me, Debbie. I really appreciate it. Now I have to figure out a way to sneak in to see Priscilla Pie and Tracy Turnover."
       For the second time that day, I saw Debbie smile. "Why don't you come with me? My news crew and I are on our way over to interview them right now."
       "I thought you only did tough news stories."
       "My producer thought it would be a good idea to have me interview my former Pastry Pals," she said as the smile faded from her face.
       "Thanks," I said.
       "Now hurry up before I change my mind."
       Debbie, her news crew, and I pulled up in the Channel 9 news van in front of the hotel where Priscilla Pie and Tracy Turnover were staying. I peered out of the van window. There was a doorman standing outside the hotel. I didn't want to deal with another one of those blockheads. 
       "Are you sure this is going to work?" I asked Debbie as I tucked my hair under the cap the domino working on sound gave me.  
       "It'll work fine. Just hide your hair long enough so Priscilla and Tracy don't recognize you," she said.
       "That's easy for you to say. You don't have to stuff all of this hair into a hat that's too small for a normal size toy." I turned to the domino. "Uh, no offense."
       "None taken," he said. "Besides I kind of like your hat better." He put my fedora on and disappeared beneath it. "See? It fits like a glove."
       "Dominic," Debbie said to the domino. "Quit playing around. We have work to do."
       "Sorry, Debbie," he apologized as he took off my hat. 
       "Are you sure you showed Cobbler everything she needs to know to run your sound equipment?"
       "Yes. I've told you a thousand times," he said.
       Debbie turned to me. "Are you ready?"
       "As ready as I can be," I said. 
       "Remember to stand behind the toy with the video camera," Debbie reminded me. "That way the lights will be their eyes when we go in. Tammy, grab your camera."
       A large stuffed kangaroo reached into her pouch and pulled out a video camera with lights attached to the top of it.
       "I'm ready," she said.
       "Then let's go," ordered Debbie. "Dominic, you stay here and watch the van."
       I was amazed at how quickly Debbie entered the hotel. She walked in with the authority of a toy who owned the place. She flashed her ID at the desk clerk who directed us to the elevators. 
       Before I knew it, we were out of the elevator and knocking on Priscilla and Tracy's suite.
  The door swiftly opened. Tammy turned on the lights and held the camera to her shoulder. A petite stuffed pony with a rainbow colored tail greeted Debbie.
  "Hi," said the pony. "I'm Sheila Shetland. I'm the publicist for Miss Pie and Miss Turnover. Please come in."
  I couldn't believe that Debbie had gotten me this far. It was up to me to make it the rest of the way. I followed closely behind Tammy as the door closed. 
  "I should mention," said Sheila "Miss Pie and Miss Turnover thought it would be cute if they answer any questions with lyrics from Pastry Pals' songs. Won't that be delightful?" 
  "Sure," answered Debbie. "Where can we find them?"
  "Please follow me." Sheila galloped ahead to a large living room. "Miss Pie? Miss Turnover? Your interviewer is here."
  I was stunned to see Priscilla and Tracy as they sat on a large couch. They hadn't changed a bit. They were still wearing the exact same outfits that they had worn on the show. They stood at the same time. They started to sing.
  "Always stand when guests enter the room. It will help dispel the gloom."
  I couldn't believe I used to sing that stuff. I felt a little nauseous hearing it.
       "Priscilla and Tracy, it's good to see you again," said Debbie. 
       "A friend you always keep in your heart and never will you be apart," they sang. 
       "Uh, yes. From 'The Friendship Song.' That was one of my favorites." If Debbie was lying, it was hard to tell. "May I sit?" she asked.
       "Offer your guests a place to rest and keep your manners at their best," they sang. 
     I wasn't sure how much more of this I could take.
     Debbie and the singing duo sat down. "Would you like some tea? Perhaps a scone? Some pudding in an ice cream cone?" they offered.
       "No. No, thank you," said Debbie. "Why don't we get right to the interview?" She turned to the camera and spoke to it. "I have a special treat for our viewers at home. I'm sitting here with some old friends you might remember: Priscilla Pie and Tracy Turnover. It's sort of a mini-reunion of the Pastry Pals." She turned back to Priscilla and Tracy. "Tell me, why did you decide to make Toy Town the last stop on your world tour?"
       "We love the world, we love to roam, but Toy Town is our only home," they sang. 
       "That's it!" I hollered. "I can't take any more! Stop the singing!" I dropped the sound equipment and took off the cap. 
       "So much for subtlety," sighed Debbie as she stood up.
       "Connie Cobbler?" shouted Priscilla and Tracy in unison.
       "What? Don't you have a song for me?" 
       They smiled at each other. "Friends should always stick together, even when the bubbles burst, but when a friend leaves the others, that's a friend who is the worst."
       "Message received," I said. I made a mistake. I should have held my temper. 
       I was about to leave when Debbie spoke. "She just wants some answers. Please help her. Do it for me. Do it for Tiffany."
       I saw that their eyes got misty at the mention of Tiffany's name. 
       "Now just a minute," whinnied Sheila Shetland. "I don't think it's a very good idea to have a private interview. I'm sorry, Miss Pie and Miss Turnover. I didn't know this was going to happen. I'll call security."
       "No, that's alright," said Priscilla. She was no longer singing. "We'll speak to them. Won't we, Tracy?"
       Tracy was wiping her eyes with a tissue. "We'll do it for Tiffany. She was a true friend."
       "Alright," said Sheila, "but the camera has to go. Please come with me," she said to Tammy. "I'll find you some place to wait." 
       Debbie nodded to Tammy that it was okay to leave. Tammy gathered her equipment and followed Sheila out of the room. 
       "I know this is difficult," said Debbie. "Believe me, the last thing I wanted to do this morning was to help Connie Cobbler. I know we all have our problems with her, but she's working on a case that might have something to do with Tiffany's death."
       "You snuck her in here. That's just as bad as lying," said Tracy. "Tiffany wouldn't have lied."
       "Tiffany's dead," I said. "Someone else wants me to wind up the same way."
       "Dying in a river of custard?" asked Priscilla.
       "Dead," answered Debbie. "She just needs the two of you to remember what happened the day Tiffany...fell into the Custard River."
       Priscilla and Tracy looked at each other. "What's in it for us?" they asked.
       "I knew it," I muttered. "You don't want to honor Tiffany's memory! You only want to make money. When the cameras are off, your true colors come out. Let's go, Debbie. I don't need their help that desperately."
       "Wait a minute, Connie," said Debbie. "I just realized something. You and I helped write most of the songs these two are performing. They never even asked our permission."
       I began to see where she was going with this. "That's right. Doesn't that mean that they would owe us money? You'd better call the lawyers down at Channel 9 and ask them what we should do. I'd hate to sue and put an end to their profitable careers, but what else can we do?"
       "Now hold on! No one needs to call any lawyers," protested Priscilla. "We'll be happy to help."
       "I won't," snapped Tracy. "I don't think they have the stuffing to go through with it."
       "Oh, well," said Debbie, as she took out her phone and dialed. "It's your choice. Hello," she said into the phone, "This is Debbie Danish. Please put me in touch with the legal department. Yes, I'll wait."
       "Stop!" yelled Priscilla and Tracy. "We'll talk!"
       "That's more like it," said Debbie and put her phone back in her pocket. "Connie, the floor is yours."
       
Chapter Eleven
       A few minutes later Debbie and I were in the elevator heading down to the van. Tammy went down ahead of us.
       "Well, that went smoothly," said Debbie. "Did you get what you wanted?" I had asked Debbie to step out of the room as I questioned Priscilla and Tracy, so she wasn't aware what they had said. I wasn't sure I wanted to share some of what I found out. 
       "I got as much information as they were willing to give," I said. Priscilla and Tracy both gave almost the exact same story as each other. They watched as Tiffany fell and they cried. Neither one of them noticed any custardy masses crawling off into the Gingerbread Forest, but they did add some new details. For instance, they both said they had seen a shadowy figure under the bridge when we had first arrived to film. Priscilla had said that it was small and tinkering with some tools. She had assumed it was a construction worker taking care of the bridge. Tracy had noticed some thin wire laying on the ground next to the bridge before we were about to cross it. 
       Then there was this: they both told me that Tiffany had begged them not to let Debbie go across the bridge with her. They asked Tiffany if she had had an argument with Debbie. All Tiffany had time to say was that she couldn't talk about it before Debbie walked up them to ask them what they were talking about. 
       Things weren't adding up right and I wasn't sure who I could believe.
       The elevator doors opened and we stepped out into the hotel lobby. "Do you want to grab some lunch?" asked Debbie.
       "No, thanks. I still have a lot of work to do," I said. I did have work to do, but I also wanted to distance myself from Debbie. If what Priscilla and Tracy said was true, Debbie might not be the most trustworthy toy. That put her in one of the top spots as a candidate in the Who Wants to Kill Connie Cobbler competition. I wasn't going to get into a van with her and her news crew if I could help it. 
       We walked out to the van. Dominic was outside, holding the van door open for Debbie. He and I exchanged hats. "Are you sure you wouldn't like a ride to your car?" asked Debbie.
        "No, I'm going to walk. The fresh air will give me a chance to piece together some of what I've learned today. It was good to see you again, Debbie."
        "I never thought I'd say this, but it was good to see you, too." She got in the van and they drove away. I hailed a taxi to take me to my car. Fresh air or not, I still had a target on me. 
         By the time I got to my car it was almost noon. I headed over to my office to see if Captain Cuddles had sent over the disc. I hoped to see if any of the information I got that day was visible on the disc. 
        I walked up the five floors to my office. If some toy was out to get me, I wanted an open escape route, not a closed elevator. Besides, the exercise always helped me to figure things out. As I approached my office door, I noticed it was slightly ajar. I peeked in through the crack of the doorway and saw a shadow on the floor pacing back and forth. It was times like this that I wished I carried a weapon, but they only end up causing more pain than they're worth. Luckily for me, Action Jim had helped me equip my office with some surprises for any toy that broke in. 
       Carefully, I reached up to the top of the doorframe and hit a switch. My office quickly filled with an electrical charge. It wasn't enough to kill a toy, but it was strong enough to stun one. I heard from inside "OW!" and then a thud. 
       I burst into my office, ready to take on whatever I might find there. I saw a toy on the floor holding itself. "Why? I was only following orders?" It rolled over and faced me. I knew who he was instantaneously and I felt sorry.
       "Why?" said Sergeant Rook. He stood up slowly. "I was only dropping this off for you like Captain Cuddles told me to." He placed the disc on my desk. 
       "How did you get in here?" I asked. 
       "I just tried the doorknob. It opened right away."
       I always made sure my door was locked tightly. "Are you sure?" I looked around my office to make sure everything was in order. It was clean. Too clean. There was usually a thin layer of dust on everything. It appeared that the place was dusted to hide any fingerprints.
       "Yes, I'm sure, Miss Cobbler. Can I go now? I really have to get back to the station," he pleaded. 
       "Hold on a minute, Rook." I looked at my desk. My computer was on. That shouldn't have been, either. I carefully knelt down and checked underneath. Attached to my desk below the computer were enough explosives to light up the city on the Fourth of July. A red light was blinking. 
       "Rook, don't make any sudden moves," I warned him. 
       "Wha...what's the matter?" he asked with a quiver in his voice. 
       "There's a little gift under my desk. I want you to slowly walk towards the door. When you reach the stairs you need to pull the fire alarm and evacuate the building." 
       As Rook was heading for the door, the red light started to blink faster. "Change of plans, Rook. I want you to take out your phone and call the number on the corner of my desk. Ask for Action Jim. Tell him it's an emergency."
       Rook nervously dialed and asked for A.J. then quickly hung up. "He's not there. They said he called in sick today." The light blinked faster and faster. I didn't have time to call A.J. at home. I had to remember that rhyme he taught me about bombs.
       "Rook, slowly reach into my drawer and hand me the scissors." I tried to keep my voice calm. A moment later Rook's hand was shaking as he placed the scissors in my sweaty palm. 
       I looked at the wires on the bomb. There were three of them, one red, one green, and one yellow. How did it go? "Red, you're dead. Green, that's mean. Yellow, that's the fellow." I cut the yellow wire. I heard a loud beep. The light stopped blinking.
       "Can….can I go now? Please?" begged Rook.
       "Call the bomb squad," I said and sat down. Whoever was out to get me wanted me to go out with a bang.
Chapter Twelve
       "This is what you call laying low?" yelled Captain Cuddles over the phone as the bomb squad dismantled the bomb under my desk. 
       "It's good to hear your voice, too," I said. 
       "Don't play games with me! You could have gotten Rook killed."
       "You're right," I conceded, "but he did save my life. Be easy on him when he gets back there. He's been through a lot today."
       The paramedics who had come to my office had taken care of Rook for minor shock and sent him back to the station. He didn't need any more trouble that day.
       "Don't tell me how to treat my officers. Get out of the public eye and find some place safe. The next time I hear of you investigating this case, I'll lock you up for your own good!" He hung up the phone. 
       The head of the bomb squad came over to me. "We're going to be here for a while longer. I think it's best if you let us do our job in peace, Miss Cobbler," he said.
       "Alright. Could you do me a favor? Could you check my car for any explosives?"
       "We already took care of that for you. Captain Cuddles gave us your license plate number and it's been checked out. Now please go in case anything goes wrong."
       He didn't need to tell me twice. I grabbed the disc from my desk and headed down to my car. I had to call the one toy I knew could help me. I had to call A.J.
       I called A.J. at home, hoping he would answer. Instead, Mary picked up the phone.
       "Hello," she said in a sweet tone.
       "Hi, Mary. It's Connie. Is A.J. there?"
       "Yes, but I'm afraid he's in bed with a cold. Is there anything I can help you with?"
       "I really need to speak to him in person. Can I come over, please?" I tried to hide the urgency in my voice. A.J. tried to keep Mary away from his former life of adventure. 
       "Well," she said, "I was just about to put some soup on the stove for him. Why don't you come over and we'll all have lunch."
       "That sounds wonderful. Thank you, Mary."
       "I'll even make dessert. We can have custard." 
       I hung up. 
       A.J. and Mary had a cute little Cape Cod house in a quiet part of Toy Town. I hadn't been over to their house a lot since they got married. I always felt like a third wheel, but this was as good an excuse as any to make up time with friends.
       I was about to knock on the door when Mary opened it. 
       "Connie, it's so good to see you. Please, come in." One thing I'd say about Mary is that she had impeccable manners.
       "Thank you, Mary. It's good to see you, too."
       I heard a cough coming from the living room. "Is that Connie? Come on in," said A.J. in a hoarse voice. 
       I entered the living room and A.J. pointed to a chair. "Make yourself comfortable. Mary, could you get us some lemonade?"
       "Of course. I'll be back soon."
       "Take your time, honey," said A.J. As soon as Mary left the room, he turned to me. "What's going on with you? I heard something on my police scanners about a bomb in your office."
       I had almost forgotten about A.J.'s radios. He listened to all of the police and fire calls whenever he had a chance. It made him feel like he was still a man of action.  
       I told him about the events that day and showed him the disc.
       "What's on it?" he asked.
       "Hopefully answers."
       "Who wants lemonade?" I heard. 
       Mary came walking in with two large glasses filled with pink lemonade.  "I'm sorry it took me so long. I just made it."
       "It looks delicious," I said as I took a glass and tried it. It was perfect. 
       "Honey, Connie and I have to talk for a bit in private. Do you mind if we go down to the basement?"
       "Dear," she said, "It's a mess down there and you're sick."
       "But it's important," he said. It was a little disheartening to see A.J. ask for permission to do something, but love makes toys do crazy things.
       "Okay," she said, "But make sure you tie up your robe and keep warm." 
       "I will. C'mon, Connie." He led me through the kitchen to the basement door. The smell of cooking custard filled the air.                                                                                      “Down here," he said as he opened the basement door.
       I followed A.J. down the creaky stairs, happy to be away from the stench of custard. As we reached the bottom of the stairs, I looked around. There was nothing much down there but a few old boxes and some cobwebs. 
       "So, you brought me down here because...?" I asked.
       "Hold on a minute," he said as he hit a switch behind a support beam. Suddenly the walls slid open to reveal computers and other technical gadgets. Two large chairs rose from the floor. "Make yourself comfortable."
       We sat down and the chairs automatically guided us to the largest computer. I handed A.J. the disc and he put it in the computer. 
       "Are you sure you want to watch this?" he asked, trying to spare my feelings.
       "No, but I need to. There are some clues on it. There have to be."
       A.J. started the disc and we watched in silence. There was more on this disc than what I had seen in Captain Cuddle's office. The recording was filmed from the far side of the Custard River. It showed everyone getting ready to film the show. The Pastry Pals and I were on the other side of the river. We were putting on our makeup for the show. 
       On the large computer screen I could see a lot more detail.  I could see individual blades of grass and count the gumdrops on the bridge. Then something caught my eye.
       "A.J., can you zoom in on the other side of the bridge?" I asked.
       "Sure. What do you want to see?"
       I pointed to the middle of the grass next to where Tiffany was standing. "Right there. There's something that reflected the sun."
       A.J. zoomed in closely. "How's that?"
       "Perfect." I studied the screen. "What does that look like to you, A.J.?"
       "It looks like thin wire going off into the forest. Why would that be there?"
       "Good question. Let's watch some more.
       We watched the disc for a while. Nothing much exciting happened. I saw the Pastry Pals and I rehearse 'The Friendship Song', cameras and lights were moved around, and the director barked orders.
       Then I saw it. A shadowy figure emerged from under the bridge. It looked around, trying to see if it was being watched. 
       A.J. must have read my mind. He zoomed in on the figure and slowed the recording down. As the shadowy figure turned its head, its face came into view. A.J. hit pause. 
  "Who is that?" asked A.J.
  "That," I said pointing to the screen, "is Foo-foo."
Chapter Thirteen
       Action Jim and I stared at the image of Foo-foo on the giant computer screen. Foo-foo was holding a wrench and some bolts. Apparently, he was the one who had caused the collapse of the Gumdrop Bridge. 
       "Foo-foo made the bridge collapse?" asked A.J. 
       "Not only that. Foo-foo made Tiffany fall."
       "Why would he do that? It doesn't make sense."
       "And now I can't ask him," I said, saddened and angered by Foo-foo's destructive act. "Let's watch more. Maybe there are some more answers."
       A.J. hit play. Within a few moments I saw all of the Pastry Pals start to cross the bridge. Soon the bridge began to collapse and Tiffany held on to me for dear life. Then she fell. Something in the way she fell was wrong. She didn't fall straight down; she fell at an angle almost as if she were pulled.
       "A.J., can you play this part back slowly?"
       "Alright, but I just want to make sure you're okay with this. Is it too much for you to watch?"
       "I've played this scene in my mind so many times, once more won't kill me. Play it again."
       A.J. slowed the recording down to a crawl. I watched myself on screen trying to pull Tiffany up to the bridge. I saw her start to slip, but it didn't look right. It was almost as if she had been yanked back from me, then fell into the Custard River. 
       "Go back to when she starts to slip from my hands," I said. A.J. sighed, but did what I asked. That's when I saw it. "Zoom in on her back."
       Connected to Tiffany's back was a thin piece of wire. The wire looked like it was yanked taught, causing Tiffany to fall. I didn't let Tiffany fall. She was murdered.
       I felt my eyes filling with tears. A.J. handed me a tissue and said nothing. "Play the entire disc again, please," I said quietly as I tried to fight the tears.
       We watched again in silence. This time I noticed Tiffany talking to Priscilla and Tracy. Tiffany looked frightened and stopped talking when Debbie Danish came over to them. Debbie put her hand behind Tiffany. I witnessed Foo-foo sabotage the bridge, and I saw Tiffany pulled into the Custard River. 
       It was all there: Tiffany confiding in Priscilla and Tracy, the shadowy figure, Debbie placing her hand behind Tiffany, and the wire.
       One thing was missing. Nowhere did I see a custardy mass crawl out of the river. The clues were leading me to a place where I didn't want to go. 
       It was becoming clear that Debbie Danish had murdered Tiffany Tart.
Chapter Fourteen       
       After we had turned the disc off, I turned to A.J. and told him my suspicions. 
       "Are you sure?" he asked. "Debbie was Tiffany's best friend. Why would she have wanted her dead?"
       "I'm not sure yet. I have to do some more investigating. I am sure of one thing, though."
       "What's that?"
       "She didn't act alone."
       "Of course not. We both saw Foo-foo damage the bridge."
       "I'm not talking about that. Debbie was the first toy off the bridge, but she was in plain sight of every toy there that day. Debbie may have attached the wire to Tiffany somehow, but whoever pulled it was in the Gingerbread Forest. That was on the opposite side, away from Debbie."
       "That makes sense," A.J. said. "You're good at this."
       "I'm also tired. I need to stretch." I stood up and walked around the basement. I started to poke around in A.J.'s boxes. He usually had some good books or camouflage clothing I could borrow.
       "What are you looking for?" he asked.
       "Nothing much, really. You know me. I'm just being nosy." I opened a box and gasped at what I saw. It was filled with red, green, and yellow wires. I didn't hear A.J. walk up behind me.
       "Oh, you found my demolition wire from my military days. That brings back memories." He smiled.
       I started to feel uneasy. Maybe it was a coincidence. Bombs are usually made with the same types of wire. Still, for the first time ever, I wanted to put some distance between A.J. and myself. I backed up and knocked over some other boxes. Out spilled clothing and more.
       Nervously, I picked up the spilled items and tried to put them back in the boxes. I looked at what I held in my hands. A trench coat and a fedora hat. On the floor was a wig that matched my hair. It was the same look as the woman seen leaving the police station that morning. 
       I put the coat and hat back in the box. I quickly backed away from A.J. and moved towards the stairs.
       "What's the matter?" asked A.J.
       "I suddenly don't feel well," I said. Then I felt myself fall. I had slipped on something. On the floor next to the open boxes was a spool of wire. Thin wire. The kind that pulled Tiffany to her death.       
       I jumped to my feet and ran to the stairs. "Debbie didn't act alone!" I shouted. "You helped her."
       "What are you talking about? Connie, come back!" A.J. shouted as he tried to chase me. I slammed the door behind me and fled from the house.
       I had no one to help me. I had no safe place. I had lost my only friend.
       
Chapter Fifteen
       I jumped into my car and drove. I had to get away from A.J. and my thoughts. I couldn't believe that he and Debbie Danish were the toys responsible for Tiffany's death, but the clues were pointing me in that direction.
       I had to figure out why someone would want Tiffany Tart dead. I had to go to the one person Tiffany had relied on her entire life ever since she was a little doll after her parents had died. I had to go see Gramma Tart.
       Gramma Tart had been put in a nursing home soon after Tiffany fell from the Gumdrop Bridge. She had started to lose control of her mind. She imagined that Tiffany was everywhere and said that Tiffany came to visit her in the night. Whenever she was reminded by other toys that Tiffany was dead, she would stare off and mutter to herself, "You'll see, she's coming back," over and over again until she fell asleep. That was tough for an old doll like her.
       I decided to head out to Dwindling Pines Nursing Home. If I hurried I could probably make it just before visiting hours ended. 
       Dwindling Pines was just on the outskirts of Toy Town, near the Gingerbread Forest and Custard River. It would have been a beautiful drive if my memories didn't decide to tag along for company. 
       I arrived at the nursing home with only a few minutes to spare. I ran inside and began searching for Gramma Tart. 
       "I'm sorry, visiting hours are over in a few minutes," said a tall spinning top with a nurse's uniform on. 
       "I just want to see an old friend. Please. I'll be quick," I promised. 
       The nurse must have seen the weariness in my eyes. "You can have a few minutes," she said. "Who are you looking for?"
       "Gramma...I mean, Mrs. Tart. Where may I find her?" 
       "She's out on the porch in the back. Do you need help finding her?"
       "No, thank you." I walked back through the building of old, forgotten toys and found the porch. I saw Gramma Tart sitting in a wheelchair, staring out at the Custard River. I quietly walked over to her and gently touched her shoulder.
       "Gramma Tart," I said. All of the Pastry Pals called her Gramma. She reminded us of our grandmothers and how sweet the world could be.
       "Hello, dear," she said as she looked into my eyes. "It's good to see you, Tiffany. Please sit down."
       I was going to tell her that I wasn't Tiffany, but I didn't want to spoil her fantasy. I let her believe that I was Tiffany. I wanted to make an old toy happy.
       "How are you, Gramma?" I asked.
       "Oh, the same as yesterday and the day before that. Pretty good. How's your television show going, dear?" 
       "It's going well, thank you." 
       Gramma Tart stared out at the Custard River. "They told me you had an accident, but I said they were wrong. They don't believe that you come to visit me every night. Now they can see for themselves."
       "Who can see for themselves, Gramma?" I asked.
       "All of the doctors and nurses here. They say I don't know what's going on, but I know a lot more than they think."
       "You always did," I said as I held her hand. I had to find a way to broach the subject of who would want to harm Tiffany without upsetting Gramma Tart. "Gramma, do you remember when I was a little girl? Did I get in many fights?"
       Gramma Tart laughed and squeezed my hand tightly. "You? Oh, you were never one to get in fights. You had your friends around you."
       "No one ever picked on me?"
       Gramma chuckled to herself. "No. Now that I think of it, you were the one who picked on other toys."
       I didn't remember Tiffany picking on toys. She was shy and quiet around the rest of the Pastry Pals. I couldn't imagine Tiffany saying one ill word against another toy.
       "Oh, you didn't say it to their faces," she said, as if she had read my mind, "But you were a bit jealous. You were especially jealous of that young toy. What was her name? Oh, yes! Connie Cobbler. You said some nasty things about her when she wasn't around."
       "She did, I mean...I did? What sort of things?"
       "Oh, you made fun of her hair to the other Pastry Pals. You said you had a better singing voice and you thought you were prettier. I tried to tell you that you each had your special talents, but you just wouldn't listen." 
       Gramma closed her eyes. "No you just wouldn't listen," she said sadly and softly. 
       The nurse came out on to the back porch. "I'm sorry, but your time's up."
       I stood up to leave. I bent down and gave Gramma Tart a kiss goodbye on her cheek.
       "Thanks for visiting, dear."
       "It was good to see you again, Gramma," I said.
       She looked up at me with a twinkle in her eyes. "It was good to see you, too...Connie." She smiled as the nurse wheeled her back into Dwindling Pines.
       
Chapter Sixteen
       It was mid-afternoon as I left Dwindling Pines. I was glad that I had come to see Gramma Tart. She was the one bright spot on an otherwise bleak and dangerous day. 
       I headed out to the parking lot and made sure I wasn't being followed. I was still a marked toy, no matter how distracted I might have become by my visit to Tiffany's grandmother. The path to my car looked clear, but I yanked my hat down tighter on my head and pulled the lapels of my coat up to hide my face. The parking lot had a few cars in it. The one car that caught my attention was a blue sports car next to mine. I recognized it as A.J.'s car. I turned and started walking back towards the entrance of Dwindling Pines.
       Suddenly, I heard the roar of an engine revving behind me. I turned in time to see a black sedan heading towards me. I rolled out of the way, barely making it. The car turned quickly and came tearing back at me, wanting to finish the job. I jumped to my feet and ran. The sedan came bearing down on me, closing the distance swiftly. I knew I didn't have time to jump out of the way this time. I threw myself on the ground as the sedan came closer, hoping it would roll over me. 
       As I held my hands over my head for protection, I heard a terrible crash. I rolled over on my back and saw the front of the black sedan mangled. A.J. had driven his car into the front of the sedan. He kept his car as fortified as a tank. He jumped out and yelled at me, "Get in!" 
       I got to my feet, unsure of what to do. I looked at the driver of the sedan. I couldn't see a face, but I recognized the outfit. It was a trench coat with a fedora hat. The curls of a brown wig stuck out in the front. The driver seemed dizzy, but not unconscious.
       "Hurry up!" shouted A.J. I stared at him and saw the earnestness in his eyes. I had no choice but to trust him. I ran to the passenger side of his car as he got in and backed up. It was just enough time for the driver of the sedan to gain control and speed off.
       "Let's go! They're getting away!" I said.
       "Already on it. Strap yourself in," A.J. warned. I remembered how powerful A.J. kept his car. I put on my seatbelt. He hit the gas and we were in pursuit. The black sedan turned on to a side road that led into the Gingerbread Forest. The road twisted and turned, but the driver of the sedan kept the car on the road with ease.
       "Wow, he's good!" said A.J.
       "You mean she's good," I corrected him. "That's Debbie Danish. It has to be."
       The forest got darker the deeper we got into it. Soon the black sedan blended in with the surrounding blackness of the woods. A.J. turned on his headlights. The black sedan was nowhere to be seen.
       "Where did it go?" he asked. I peered into the darkness, hoping to catch a glimpse of taillights. I saw nothing. I was nervous, but a little impressed. I didn't think Debbie could drive like that.
       Without warning, I saw a pair of headlights aiming at us from the side of the car. The sedan was barreling down on us.
       "Hold on!" warned A.J. He tried to speed up to avoid the collision, but Debbie was too fast. The sedan hit A.J.'s car full force. I felt the car spinning and we were sent crashing into the trees. The airbags burst forth and kept us from smashing through the windshield.
       "Are you okay?" I asked A.J.
       "I think so. How about you?"
       "I'm fine." I tried to open my door, but my side of the car was pinned against a tree. "Can you get out?" I asked.
       He tried his door and it opened easily. "Yes. Let me check to see if Debbie's still out there." He carefully put his head out of the car and looked into the darkness. The black sedan was gone, but the sounds of it speeding off filled the night.
       "It's safe. Let me help you out," he said as he reached over to pull me from the car.
       "I can manage," I said as I pushed his hands away. I saw his face illuminated by the light of the dashboard. He couldn't hide his hurt feelings. I felt like a heel. "Ow," I said, faking an injury. "I guess I do need your help." A.J. reached in and pulled me from the car.
       A.J. ran around to the trunk of the car and took out two flashlights. He handed me one. "Take a look to see how far we are from the road. I'm going to try to get the car off of this tree."
       I pointed the light around me and examined the terrain. We had definitely gone off the road and into a ditch. The road was twenty feet away, but it might as well have been twenty miles. I turned and shined the light on the car. A.J. struggled and pushed, but his precious sports car was going nowhere that night.
       "Are we stuck here for the night?" I asked.
       "It's too dangerous to stay here. We don't know if Debbie's coming back for us. I have an idea. Are you up for a hike?"
       "A hike in pitch black woods? Sounds like a lot of fun."
       "Then let's go," he said, pointing his flashlight deeper into the woods.
       "Where?"
       "Some place safe," he said. "Trust me."
Chapter Seventeen
       We walked for what seemed like hours, careful to avoid the road in case Debbie was waiting for us. I had tried to call Captain Cuddles earlier, but my phone was broken in the crash.
       "Where are we going?" I finally asked. I was growing tired.
       "What's the matter? Don't you trust me?" he said, a hint of annoyance in his voice. "I told you earlier, I'm not sure how those things got in my basement, but I thought that after all these years as friends you'd give me the benefit of the doubt."
       "You're right. I was wrong to jump to conclusions. I should have known better. I'm sorry."
       "Apology accepted," he said as he climbed up a rock. He reached down to give me a hand up. "I'm taking you to a cabin I keep in the woods. It's private. The only other toy who knows about it is Mary. It's been in her family for years. She and I stay there sometimes."
       I reached the top of the rock and looked around. I could finally see the remaining daylight from up there. I wasn't prepared for the view. The setting sun reflected off the buildings of Toy Town in the distance. I saw the Custard River below us flowing gently. The remains of the Gumdrop Bridge stood in silhouette against the soft purple sky. It was a beautiful sight.
       I quickly turned away from it.
       "Let's go to the cabin," I said, refusing to find beauty in a place that held such terrible memories.
       A few minutes later A.J. and I entered the cabin. It was dark. I shined my flashlight around and saw that the cabin was small, but clean. A bed was in one corner and a small kitchen area was in the other. "A.J., do you have any electricity up here?"
       "Oh, sorry." He flicked a switch on the wall and the lights came on. "There's some food in the freezer of the refrigerator and some dried food packets in the cabinet from my military days. That stuff stays good for years.”
       I tried not to gag at the thought of eating that. A.J. still loved that stuff, but I liked my food to be from this century.
       He handed me a large rectangular box that looked like a giant phone. "This," he said with pride, "is an MP 3000. It's a phone I invented. It can be used anywhere in the world and will always find a signal. Just use it like a regular phone."
       "Thanks," I said. I was starting to feel a little bit safer in the cabin. I stifled a yawn. The events of the day were catching up with me.
       "It looks like you could use a little shut eye. You get some rest. I'll see you in the morning."
       "Where are you going?" I asked, concern creeping into my voice.
       "I'm going to go home and see Mary. I don't want her to worry. Besides, I have to get in touch with Captain Cuddles so he can arrest Debbie Danish."
       "It's too dark outside and it's a long walk."
       He smiled. "Don't worry. I have a bike out back that runs on a jet engine. I'll be back in the morning. Go to bed. That's an order, soldier."
       I lay down on the bed as A.J. left. My head hit the pillow and I heard the sound of A.J. driving away on his bike.
       I didn't dream that night.
       
       The morning came quickly. I heard the sounds of birds chirping in the Gingerbread Forest, probably looking for worms for breakfast. Lucky them. I had to make do with A.J.'s freeze-dried army rations.
       I got out of bed and went to the kitchen area. The clock said it was just after seven. I turned on the water in the sink and splashed some on my face to get the sleep out of my eyes. Considering all that had happened the day before, I had slept pretty well. 
       My stomach started to growl. I opened the nearly empty cabinets until I found the dried food packets. The choices weren't appealing. I could have dried meat loaf and cauliflower or yogurt covered peanuts and raisins. I opted for the latter. I didn't think I could handle cauliflower that early in the morning.
       I wondered when A.J. was coming. I needed to get back out there. I needed to know if Cuddles had found Debbie. If he hadn’t, that meant I had to find her. I was already getting tired of hiding. A good night's rest had given me a fresh perspective on things. If Debbie wanted a fight, then I was going to give her one. 
       I stared at the MP 3000. It was probably too early to call Cuddles at the police station, but I knew I could get hold of A.J. He was an early riser. I picked up the phone and dialed his house. Mary answered.
  "Hello? A.J.?" she said in a panicked voice.
  "No, Mary. It's Connie. Is everything alright?"
  "Oh, Connie! A.J. didn't come home last night. I don't where he could be. Have you heard from him?"
       "I saw him yesterday," I said, trying to hide the concern in my voice. "He was helping me out with a case at your house."
       She wept into the phone. "Yes, I remember. He ran out after you left, saying something about you being in danger. Connie, what's going on?"
       I couldn't tell her the whole story. Somehow, Debbie had gotten her disguise into A.J.'s basement to make him look guilty. If she were listening in on this conversation, it would put Mary's life in danger, too.
       "Mary, I want you to hang up and call the police station. Ask for Captain Cuddles. If he's not there, ask for Sergeant Rook. Let them know that A.J. is missing. Then I want you to head down there and wait. Do you understand me?"
       "But, what...what if A.J. comes home and needs me? What if he's hurt?" she cried.
       "A.J.'s a resourceful toy. I want you to follow my directions. Can you do that?"
       It sounded like Mary was trying to compose herself. "Yes. I can."
       I hung up and tried to think. It wasn't like A.J. to not go home. I hoped that Debbie hadn't got him. He had plenty of combat experience, but Debbie was turning out to be full of surprises. 
       I decided that I had to go look for A.J. in the woods. I looked around the cabin for anything I could use for protection. All I saw were a bunch of pictures. 
       The photographs around the cabin were mostly of A.J. and Mary on their honeymoon, at their wedding, and hiking in the woods. There was even a group picture that the Pastry Pals took with A.J. and Gramma Tart. I guess A.J. was always a bit sentimental.  
       I wasn't going to lose another friend.
       I spotted a lamp next to the bed. It would make a good weapon for protection. As I unplugged it, the MP 3000 began to ring. I ran and answered it.
       "A.J.?" I said, hoping my friend was alright.
       "Did you lose another friend?" a voice laughed on the other end.
       "Debbie, if you've hurt A.J., I swear..."
       "Debbie?” the voice cut me off. "This isn't Debbie."
       "Then who is it?" I demanded.
       The voice laughed hysterically. "That's for me to know and you to...oh, you know the rest. I want you to do me a favor."
       "I'm doing nothing for you," I shouted.
       "You'll do exactly what I say if you want to keep your friends alive."
       "What have you done with A.J.? Where is he? Tell me!" I shouted.
       "Aren't you the bossy one? You always have been. Your friend A.J. is fine so far. I'm not so sure about the other one. What's her name again? Oh, yeah. Debbie. Debbie Danish. She has a nasty head wound."
       I had to give in. I calmed myself and spoke gently into the phone. "What favor do you want?"
       The voice chuckled. I still couldn't tell if it was male or female. "Don't forget to say please."
       "Please."
       "Ah, that's better. Go out onto the back deck of the cabin. There's a telescope out there. I can see it from where I'm standing."
       "What? Where are you?"
       "Don't get too excited, Connie. I'm not that close. Now, when you get to the telescope, point it towards the Gumdrop Bridge. You do remember where that is, don't you? You'll find a little surprise waiting for you. Bye." The phone went dead.
       I ran out to the telescope. I pointed it towards the Gumdrop Bridge in the distance. What I saw chilled my heart.
       Hanging upside down from the remains of the bridge were A.J. and Debbie. They were bound with rope. Above them was a figure in a fedora hat and a trench coat. Brown curls peeked out from the front of the hat. Its face was concealed with a black scarf. It was waving to me with a knife. 
       I saw it dial its phone. Inside the MP 3000 rang. I ran inside as fast as I could and answered it.
       "Were you trying to get a look at my face? That's cheating. Now, I'm going to give you a choice," the voice said.
       "Why are you harming them? It's me you want. Come get me!"
       "All in good time. They each have about fifteen minutes until their ropes break. I snipped them a little. It should take you about ten minutes to get over here and climb the bridge. All you have to do is decide which one you save first before the other one plunges into the river."
       "Why are you doing this?"
       "Now it's fourteen minutes. Better hurry!"
Chapter Eighteen
       I ran from the cabin and headed towards the Gumdrop Bridge. I ran as fast as I could, knowing I couldn't waste a single step. I closed the distance to the bridge, hoping that I made up some time so I could save both A.J. and Debbie. 
       As I got closer, I could see A.J. struggling to free himself. Debbie looked like she was regaining consciousness. I was almost there. 
       Then I fell. Hard. 
       I rolled over and saw the figure standing over me between me and the bridge. It laughed. "Oops, did I trip you? Sorry." It lunged at me. I went to kick its legs out from under it, but it seemed to anticipate that and jumped out of the way. "You'll have to do better than that."  
       I got to my feet and turned towards the bridge. A.J. had gotten his hands free, but his rope was fraying faster. I didn't have time to play around. Quickly, I faked to move right, then turned left around the figure. I hit it on the back and it tumbled to the ground. A small metallic device fell from the scarf around the figure's face. I recognized it as a voice changer. They were used in television to make a toy's voice different. That's why I couldn't tell if the figure was male or female on the phone.
       I rushed to the bridge and gently walked out on the rusted beams. I had to be careful, but I also had to be fast. I made it out to A.J. first. 
  "Hold on! I'm going to pull you up," I yelled down to him.
  "Save Debbie," he hollered back. "I'll make it." 
  "I can't just leave you," I said. 
  "Don't argue with me!"
  I knew A.J. was right. He always seemed to get out of dangerous situations. I turned my attention to Debbie. She was fully conscious now. She stared down into the Custard River and started to scream.
       "Debbie, don't worry. I've got you." 
       She looked up at me with panic in her eyes. For a moment, I thought she was Tiffany Tart. I froze. 
       "Connie, help me!" Debbie's cries brought me back. I grabbed hold of her rope. It was almost torn through. As I started to pull Debbie up, the rope snapped. I braced my feet against the crumbling beams and pulled the rope with all of my strength. 
       "I've got you, I've got you..." I repeated until Debbie was safely on the bridge next to me. 
       "Thanks," said Debbie as I loosened her ropes. She began to untie the rest of her ropes and I ran to A.J. He had managed to pull himself up most of the way. I saw his hand reach over the beam.
       "A little help, please," he said. I reached out for his hand and took it. He started to put his other hand up when I felt the bridge shake. 
       "Hurry up, A.J.!" I ordered.
       He forced his hand up and grabbed my other hand. I pulled, but the bridge was shaking too much for me get him to the top. I felt A.J. start to slip.
       "Connie," he yelled, "let me go. Save yourself."
       "Sorry, not this time," I shouted, as I tried to firm up my grasp on A.J. I was losing him. A.J. was inches away from slipping from my fingers. Suddenly another pair of hands grabbed A.J. by the wrists. I looked next to me and saw Debbie tugging A.J. up to the bridge. I doubled my efforts and together we got A.J. to the top.
       "I'd love to stay and say thanks, but I think we should get off this bridge first," A.J. said as he took our hands and forced us to run back towards land. The bridge was rapidly collapsing around us. We were still a few yards from the edge of the bridge when A.J. pushed Debbie and I as hard as he could. We hit the dirt with a hard thud and turned around in time to see A.J. leap from the bridge as it fell into the Custard River. There was a cloud of dust and I was blinded for a moment. As the dust cleared, I saw A.J. standing in front of us, a big smile on his face. 
       "And that's why I'm called Action Jim," he said.
       I suddenly realized that the figure disguised as me was still nearby. I stood up and looked around me. The spot where the figure fell was empty. 
       "Everyone be careful," I warned. "Whoever kidnapped the two of you is still around here."
       Debbie and A.J. stood closer together. "I guess there's strength in numbers," said Debbie as she stared into the woods for any sign of movement.
       "Let's head back to the cabin," said A.J. 
       "Not so fast," said a voice from the woods. It was muffled, but I could tell that it belonged to a female doll. From the woods in front of me came my imposter. She was holding her knife and pointing it at me. "I want you, Cobbler."
       "You'll have to go through us first," said Debbie. She and A.J. limped in front of me, offering themselves as protection. I knew A.J. was a great fighter and Debbie was tenacious, but neither one of them was in any condition to fight. I saw exhaustion in their eyes.
       "No," I said to them. "This is personal. Step aside."
       "You can't be serious," said A.J. 
       "Very serious. Please, A.J. Let me handle this." I reached out and pulled them behind me. "Wait back here. This shouldn't take long." 
       I looked at my opponent. She was still wearing the hat and scarf, but had taken the trench coat off and put it on the ground. This was probably so she could move easier. It was an old technique that A.J. taught me. I took my coat off and wrapped it around one of my arms to protect myself from her knife.
       I couldn't see her face clearly, but something was familiar about her eyes. I had seen them before, but I was too focused on the moment to try and remember. I was more concerned about ending this quickly. 
       I charged at her and she sidestepped me easily. She was good. I turned and moved just as she thrust the knife at me. I blocked it with one hand tried and tried to hold her arm with the other. She pulled away and dropped the knife. I kicked it out of her reach. Now the odds were a little more even.
       "I don't need a knife to finish you, Cobbler!" she screamed. She rushed at me with her fists  clenched. She was getting angry. Toys start to fight sloppy when they're angry. I kept my cool and did a jumping front kick, hoping to knock her to the ground. She moved out of the way and caught one of my legs as I was still in the air. She pulled me to the ground hard. So much for sloppiness.
        I lay there, waiting for her to get closer. I was hurt, but still able to fight. I had to make myself appear more hurt than I was. Maybe I could get the upper hand.
        "Is that the best you have, Cobbler?" she hissed. "My grandmother could fight better than you." She came closer as I moaned on the ground. She bent over to pick up a rock. "This should do the job nicely," she laughed as she came closer. I snapped my feet out and kicked her in the knees. The rock dropped from her hand and hit her on the head. She lay on the ground, not moving. I looked at her and saw that she was still breathing.
        I got up and ran to my friends. "Hurry up! Run back to the cabin," I ordered.
        "Not without you," said Debbie. 
        I looked back at my unconscious foe. I couldn't leave her there unguarded. "Then we have to take her with us. I need something tie her up with." 
        Debbie ran and got the trench coat from the ground. She put it on and took out the belt from around the waist. "Will this do?" she asked. 
        "It's perfect," I said as I took it. I slowly walked over to my opponent. As I got closer, I got a better idea. "Maybe I'll use this, too," I said as I reached for the scarf around her face. It was time to see who wanted me dead. 
        I started to untie the scarf.
        "Be careful," warned A.J.
        I gingerly pulled the scarf away. Then her eyes opened. She grabbed the scarf from my hands and pulled it back over her face. She kicked my legs out from under me.
        "Two can use that trick!" she laughed. She clumsily jumped to her feet. "This isn't over, Cobbler. I'll see you soon." She ran off into the woods.
        The three of us stood there, tired and wounded. 
        "At least it can't get much worse," I said.
        It started to rain.
Chapter Nineteen
       We rushed back to the cabin as quickly as we could. On the way, A.J. and Debbie both explained how they had become captured.
       A.J. had said that, on his way back home, the black sedan hit his jet bike. Even though he had been wearing a helmet, he was still knocked unconscious. The next thing he knew, he was hanging upside down from the Gumdrop Bridge.
       Debbie's story was different. She had awakened in the middle of the night and saw the figure standing over her. She was hit on the head and came to as I was about to pull her up.
       Neither one of them got a look at their assailant. 
       A.J. opened the door to the cabin and ushered us in. "Let's get out of the rain and eat something. I'm starving."
       I tried to warn Debbie about the ancient food packets, but she didn't seem to care. She wolfed down a packet of dried liver and broccoli, then chased that down with another.
       A.J. ran to the phone. "I should call Mary and let her know that I'm okay."
       "That's good idea. When you're done, I'll call Captain Cuddles and let him know we'll need a ride," I said. I was sure Cuddles would be furious to find out that I was still involved in the case, but this time the case came looking for me.
       "That's funny. She's not answering the phone," said A.J. 
       I heard a faint buzzing. I looked around, searching for its source. Debbie reached into the pocket of the trench coat she was still wearing and pulled out a phone.
       "That's Mary's phone. Why would her phone be in that coat?" A.J. cried. "You...you don't think she's been taken, too, do you?"
       I took the phone from Debbie and held it out to A.J. "Do you recognize the number on the caller ID?" I asked.
       "Yes," he said as he hung up the MP 3000. "That's this phone." Mary's cell phone stopped ringing.
       "Wait, I thought you called her at home," Debbie said.
       "I installed a device on our house phone that could bounce a call to our cell phones if we didn't answer at home. Where could she be?" I heard the panic rising in A.J.'s voice.
       "Calm down," I said, knowing my words would be useless.
       "Calm down? We have to find her!" he shouted. 
       "I know, but let's put a plan together first. I'll call Cuddles and Debbie can get her picture on the news."
       "That's right, A.J." Debbie said. "A picture on the news will help a lot. Do you have one here that would help?" 
       He pointed to the photos that lined the walls. "Take your pick," he said trying to fight back tears.
       Debbie went to get a picture, but I decided to pick one. I've handled a few missing toy cases and selecting the best photograph is important. I saw a nice one of Mary by herself next to the group photo of the Pastry Pals with Gramma Tart. I picked it up and stared at it. It would do nicely.
       Then I stared at it again. The eyes. I put my hand over Mary's mouth in the picture and stared at the eyes. They were the same eyes I had faced moments earlier. 
       Mary was the one who wanted me dead.
       "Connie, what's the matter?" A.J. said. I barely heard him. I couldn't believe what I was thinking. My best friend's wife wanted me dead. It was impossible to believe.
       Then I thought about the clues.
       The evidence I found in A.J.'s basement: the bomb wires, the disguise.
       The cell phone in her pocket. I had called A.J.'s house that morning. Mary had sounded concerned, but that could have been an act. It was easy for her to fake that she was home. The call could have been bounced to her cell phone. That's how she could have called the cabin right after I hung up.
       But why? Why would she want me dead? There was no motive.
       I had to be sure. I looked at the picture again. Mary was smiling and happy. 
       Her eyes weren't. They were the same eyes I had faced in battle. 
       I turned and looked at A.J. I didn't know how to tell him my suspicions. I had to get more information about Mary. "A.J., why don't you tell Debbie all about Mary so she can do a better report on the news?"
       "What do you want to know?" asked A.J.
       Debbie gave me a look that said she wasn't sure of what to ask.
       "Um, why don't you give me a physical description?" she started.
       "She's about Connie's height with blond hair and the cutest smile," he said. "Look, do we really have to do this? I want to find Mary."
       "This will help," I said, hoping to reassure A.J. "Why don't you tell Debbie about Mary's background?"
       "Yes, that will help," said Debbie.
       "Okay, Mary was orphaned at a young age. She was raised my family members in Gamingtown and came to Toy Town a few years ago." A.J. seemed to relax a bit. 
       "Does she have any hobbies?" asked Debbie.
       "Not really. She liked to knit and she seemed to have fun when I taught her martial arts. She really got into that."
       That explained why Mary was such a good fighter. 
       "She also loved to cook," A.J. continued. "She especially liked to make custard. She always smelled of it. That's why she loved to come out here. The Custard River was her favorite smell."
       I'd smelled custard several places that day. When I found my old Pastry Pals outfit in my closet I thought I'd smelled custard. Could it be that Mary had put it there that evening when I slept? Why? She was making custard when I went to see A.J. at home. I thought I smelled it when I saw Gramma Tart, but I just believed that was the smell of the river below.
       I put the picture down next to the photo of the Pastry Pals and Gramma Tart. I picked up that photo and looked at it. Something caught my eye.
       "Hey, A.J. Where did you get this picture?" I asked.
       "That's Mary's. She was always a big fan of the show. I actually met her at Tiffany Tart's funeral. She came over and introduced herself. We hit it off right there. I remember I was looking for you. I wanted to introduce her to you."
       "Well, that was a very difficult day. I'm sorry. Do you know how she got hold of picture of all of the Pals with Gramma Tart? Those were only given to friends and family."
       "No, I don't. What does this have to do with Mary? Can't we please call the police now?" he begged.
       I put the picture next to the first photograph. I looked at Tiffany. I looked at Mary. It was impossible.
       The eyes. They both had the same eyes.
       It hit me. 'My grandmother fights better than you.' Everything started to make sense.
       Mary and Tiffany Tart were the same toy.
       "A.J.," I said, "I've got some bad news."
Chapter Twenty
       It was a while before anyone spoke in the cabin. I could hear rain hitting the windowpanes and A.J.'s boots thumping on the floor as he paced back and forth.
       "I can't believe this, Connie," he cried.
       "Me neither," added Debbie. "Connie, you and I watched Tiffany fall from the bridge. We were at her funeral."
       "Look at the facts. Tiffany's body was never recovered and you thought you saw something crawl out of the river and into the woods, Debbie," I said. "I don't want to believe it either, but I go where the clues take me."
       A.J. stopped pacing and stomped a foot to the floor. "A few hours ago you said the clues led you to Debbie. You thought she was out to kill you. Now you believe my wife is a killer. Make up your mind!" He stared at me as if I were the guilty one.
       "I know this is hard, but look at the clues. I found the bomb wire in your house. How do you explain that?"
       "It might have been left over from my military days," he shouted.
       "I found her disguise, I found a roll of thin wire which was used at the Gumdrop Bridge when Tiffany fell in, and we all found her cell phone in the pocket of a coat worn by a toy who just hung the two of you from the bridge. Do the math. You're an accountant," I shouted back.
       A tense silence filled the room.
       "Where do we find her?" A.J. asked.
       I thought for a minute. I looked down at the Pastry Pals photo. Gramma Tart's eyes smiled back at mine.
       "I know just the place," I said.
  
       It was dark in Gramma Tart's room. The sun had just set and the toys of Dwindling Pines had just gone to bed. All except Gramma Tart. 
  Gramma had been right about Tiffany visiting her in the night.  All I had to do was just to be patient. Tiffany would come.
       Slowly the door creaked open. I saw Tiffany's shadow on the floor. She closed the door behind her and crept to the shape of Gramma Tart in her wheelchair.
       "It's dark in here, Gramma," whispered Tiffany. "Let me turn on a light."
       "I like it in the dark. It's quiet."
       "Okay." Tiffany knelt next to the wheelchair and spoke softly. "Gramma, I have to go away for a little while."
       "Oh, dear me. Why?"
       "Well, I have some business to take care of. Something has come up. I'll be back to see you as soon as possible. Oh, don't cry! It'll be alright." 
       "At least give your Gramma Tart a hug."
       Tiffany leaned in for a hug. I reached out from my seat in the wheelchair and slapped a pair of handcuffs on her. 
       Tiffany's eyes widened in panic. "What's going on? Gramma, what are you doing?"
       The lights went on. Tiffany stared at me. I sat in Gramma Tart's wheelchair with a grey wig on my head and Tiffany's voice changer in front of my mouth. "I'm doing what's best for you, dear," I said, still speaking like Gramma Tart. I dropped the voice changer to the ground.
       Tiffany turned to flee out the door. She was blocked by Captain Cuddles, Sergeant Rook, and A.J. I blocked her exit to the window.
       "I...I give up," she said in defeat. Her eyes met A.J.'s eyes. "I'm sorry," she whispered to him.
       "How could you? I trusted you," he whispered back. I could tell he was trying to hold back the tears. 
       Tiffany looked around the room. "Where's my grandmother?" she asked. "What did you do with her?"
       "She's safe. She's in another room," said Captain Cuddles. He took hold of Tiffany's arm and guided her out of the room. Sergeant Rook followed. I was left alone with A.J. He looked at me with pain in his eyes.
       "Why?" was all he could ask. 
       I took hold of his arm and walked him outside. Tiffany was already being driven away to the police station for questioning. "Let's go find out," I said as I led him to my car.
       When A.J. and I arrived, Tiffany was already being questioned by Captain Cuddles. She had said she didn't want her lawyer. She just wanted to confess her crimes. I wish most suspects cracked this easily.
       I found Sergeant Rook and asked if A.J. and I could listen in on the interrogation.
       "I can't let you, Miss Cobbler. It could cost me my job," he explained. I already knew that, but I thought that it never hurt to ask.
       "I want to see Mary," A.J. said to Sergeant Rook. "I want to see her now!"
       "Uh, sir, I know you're upset, but please calm down. I'll check on how things are going," Rook said. He gave me a look of help. I smiled at him and mouthed a thank you. Rook walked towards the interrogation room.
       A.J. turned to me. "It's got to be a misunderstanding, that's all. It can't be true." I couldn't wrap my mind around what A.J. was going through. It must have been tough to find out the person you loved for years was really another toy.
       It was hard for me, too. Of course I was sad for A.J., but I also found it difficult to believe that a friend I thought had died because of me was alive. 
       On the other hand, she also wanted me dead. Why? Did she blame me for the fall? 
       "Cobbler, I want you to come with me," I heard Captain Cuddles bark. I was so lost in my thoughts I never heard him come up.
       "What about me, Captain?" said A.J. as he stood up.
       "Sorry, A.J.," Cuddles said, "but she said she only wants to talk to Connie now."
       "Did...did she say anything?" asked A.J.
       "I can't say too much. She did confess to giving Foo-foo the poisoned biscuit and kidnapping both you and Miss Danish," answered Cuddles.
       "Why?"
       "That's what she won't tell us. She said she'd only tell Connie."
       A.J. sat down defeatedly. He took my hand. "Tell her I still care about her."
       I couldn't resist the look in his eyes. I had never seen A.J. so vulnerable before. "Sure."
       "This way, Cobbler," Captain Cuddles said as he walked me to the same interrogation room where Foo-foo bought it. "I shouldn't even be doing this, not after what happened with you in there yesterday morning, but I'm under orders to get her to explain what happened. Don't mess it up."
       The only thing I could say was, "Let me in there."
       Cuddles unlocked the room. I walked in by myself and sat across from Tiffany. She smelled like custard. She could tell that I noticed.
       "I never could get that smell out after my tumble into the river," she said. 
       "What do you want, Mar...Tiffany?" I asked.
       "I want you out of my life forever. Since I can't have that, I'll settle for letting you know the reasons why."
       I looked her in the eyes. They were still the same. "Okay, tell me."
       She laughed. "Oh, I'm sure you figured out some of that when you spoke to my grandmother. It was jealousy mostly. You had what I didn't. You had the good singing voice, you had pretty hair, you had it all."
       "Come on. You were talented. You could sing and dance."
       "But I wasn't in front. It was always Connie Cobbler and the Pastry Pals. It was never Tiffany Tart and the Pastry Pals. You were in my way."
       "So all the times I thought you were just being shy..."
       "Were just times I was planning ways to get rid of you. But you ruined even that."
       I sat there stunned. I had always thought of Tiffany as my friend, even after she fell from the bridge. I carried around the guilt of her fall for a long time. I felt the rage building. "How...how could you?" was all I could get out.
       "It was really very easy," she said. "Don't you understand? You were the one who was supposed to fall off the bridge that day."
       Tiffany told me how she had bribed Foo-foo to loosen the bolts on the Gumdrop Bridge. She attached the wire to herself so when we both fell, she would be able to get back to shore. Her plan backfired when she slipped from my fingers and fell first. She hid out at her family cabin in the Gingerbread Forest, the same one where A.J., Debbie, and I rested.
       "You managed to escape. You always were a quick one," she said.
       "But I saw the fear in your eyes."
       "I always was a better actress than you," she chuckled. 
       "Then why did you hold on so tightly?" I asked.
       "I wanted to make sure you fell in with me. Then I was going to hold you under until you couldn't swim. I was hoping the current would carry you out to sea."
       "You wanted to get rid of all of us?"
       "No, Cobbler. Only you. That's why I had to make sure the others went first. They were talented, but I could have really shined if you had been out of the picture."
       I had million questions I wanted to ask her. "Why did you change your appearance?"
       "Too much hot custard can burn. I simply had my face fixed. Lots of dolls do that nowadays." She yawned. "I'm finished with you, Cobbler. Tell Captain Cuddles I'll tell him the rest."
       I stood up to leave, thinking for one brief moment that she might fall over like Foo-foo.
       No such luck.
       "I'll give A.J. your best," I said.
       "Don't you say a word to him," she hissed. "I'm sorry he ever had to get involved in all of this. I never wanted to hurt him. It's all your fault."
       "My fault? How is it my fault?"
       She smiled. "If you had just fallen in the river like a good toy, none of this would ever have happened."
       I left.
  
Chapter Twenty One
        I sat in Captain Cuddles' office a few hours later. We were still trying to piece together the whole case. 
       "Why did she want you dead?" asked Cuddles.
       "Jealousy, I guess. She wanted to be the star of the show. If it were up to me, she could have had it."
       Cuddles wrote down what I said on a sheet of paper. "You're not going to write down everything I say, are you?"
       "It's procedure, Cobbler. You're a witness to most of this. I have what Tiffany Tart said and I need your information to finish these reports," he said pointing to a pile of papers on his desk. "At this rate I'll be here until next week."
       "Alright, you tell me something," I said. "Tell me what it says in that report about why she poisoned Foo-foo.
       Cuddles flipped through a few pages then stopped. "It says here that she met Foo-foo a month before the bridge collapsed at some fan club meeting. I guess he was a big Tiffany Tart fan. Anyway, she eventually paid him to loosen the bolts on the bridge. Maybe he didn't trust her to go through with her plan because he recorded the entire bridge collapse and Tiffany's swan dive without her knowledge. Later he used the recording  to blackmail her for money."
       "That dog needed to learn a new trick."
       "What I don't get is how she made it back to the shore," said Cuddles.
       "That part's easy. She tied some strong, thin wire to her back and the other end to a tree. She thought she was going to do me in, but she failed. She fell in and pulled herself to shore a little ways downstream. In all of the chaos of the bridge collapse, no one noticed her get out of the Custard River. No one except Debbie Danish."
       "That reminds me. She called earlier. She wants to interview us later. I told her it was okay."
       I stood up to leave. "It may be okay with you, but I've had it for today. I'm going home to get some rest."
       "You're just going to leave another mess in my office again, aren't you, Cobbler!!" he growled. 
       "Have a good night, Captain," I said as I walked out of his office.
        I looked for A.J. at the police station before I left, but Sergeant Rook told me that he was finally allowed in to see Tiffany. I felt sorry for A.J. Mary had been his whole life. He had changed for her, gave up adventure for her and loved her. Now he was left with Tiffany instead. I promised myself I was going to be there for him and help him out.
       That's what friends do.
       I checked my messages when I got home. I was so tired I really didn't want to, but old habits die hard. Mostly I had calls from news reporters wanting an interview. I had a singing message from Priscilla Pie and Tracy Tart. 
       "We're sorry, we were wrong; let’s all sing the Forgiveness Song..."
       I deleted it.
       I was about to delete the rest of the messages when I heard A.J.'s voice.
       "Connie, it's A.J. I'm sorry I missed you down at the station. Um, Captain Cuddles said that since Mary...sorry, Tiffany confessed to everything that she'll probably go right to jail. I'm going to go away for awhile, too. I'm going around the world and try to figure out what happened. I'll put one of my employees in charge of the company until I come back. Don't worry, I'll send you a postcard. That's a promise. You're a good friend, Connie. Bye."
       "You're a good friend, too," I said as I hung up the phone. 
       I slept well that night.
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