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Undone

“Everyone has a temper sometimes. And Kenny Murdock is no exception.” Exhaling an errant strand of light brown hair from her forehead, Tori continued, her voice still quiet yet firm. “Branding him a killer because of it is simply ludicrous.”

Problem was, she wasn’t buying what she was selling. She’d seen Kenny’s face the previous afternoon. She’d heard the blatant threat he’d hurled in Martha Jane’s direction. She’d felt the rage simmering inside him.

And now the woman was dead. Strangled by a piece of rope that sounded a lot like the kind he’d been using that very day to bundle sticks in Rose’s backyard.

“Victoria is right,” Beatrice said, her accent and her innate shyness making them all lean closer to hear. “What’s that expression? Just because it looks like a duck and acts like a duck, it doesn’t mean it’s a duck.”

Margaret Louise laughed, her hand slipping around the nanny’s shoulders in a conspiratorial fashion. “They may say it like that across the pond . . . but here, in the States, if it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck, it is, in fact, a duck.”

“Oh.” Beatrice flashed a look of apology in Victoria’s direction. “I’m sorry. I was only trying to help.”

Tori reached out, patted the girl’s hand. “I know. But don’t worry. It will be okay. Martha Jane’s killer will be found.”

What that would do to Rose when it happened, though, was anyone’s guess . . .
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In memory of Paula Stech,
 a woman who taught me the true meaning
 of strength and courage in the face of adversity.




Chapter 1
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As all reading enthusiasts know, books improve your life in unimaginable ways. They provide a momentary escape from the mundane, serve as food for the mind, and at times when humming isn’t a socially acceptable way of passing time with a less than interesting companion, books offer much-needed conversation starters.

That these bound feats of literature also make excellent stand-ins for doorstops, posture correctors, and hand weights is simply icing on the cake. But, like nearly everything else in life, books, when put to the test, have an area where they fail to achieve.

The ability to repel water is that area.

A test they failed in red-inked spades if the bottom row of shelves in Sweet Briar Public Library was any indication. Hard covers, paperbacks . . . it mattered naught. If they were less than a foot off the ground, they fell prey to the effects of the season’s most impressive weather event to date, ushering in yet another undeniable fact. . . .

Roger—of the tropical storm variety—was obviously  not a reading enthusiast.

 

 

Groaning, Tori Sinclair hoisted yet another saturated book onto the wheeled cart in the center of the narrow aisle and shook her head, the repetitive motion dislodging the last few strands of light brown hair from a ponytail that had seen better days.

“Has this ever happened before?” she asked as she peered through the nearly empty shelf at the plump woman on the other side.

“Sure as shootin’. Amelia paid us a visit ’bout three years ago but she was pretty easygoing as far as leavin’ a mess behind. Before that there was Tom an’ Richard an’ ”—Margaret Louise Davis wiped her hands down the sides of her black polyester pants and gestured to the dark-skinned girl two shelves to her left—“Gus. At least I reckon it was Gus. Though now that I say it out loud it doesn’t sound right. Nina, do you remember the one I’m talkin’ ’bout? The one that knocked the gazebo in the town square to kingdom come?”

“How could I forget?” Tori’s assistant replied with a sigh, her petite frame slumping against the shelf of paperback mysteries that played host to authors with H names. “Gus was the worst . . . until this one blew into town, anyway.”

“Land sakes these storm names are hard to remember. If I was naming ’em I’d give ’em good southern names that folks can recollect.”

Tori smiled in spite of the destruction around them, her friend’s words a bright spot in an otherwise miserable morning. “You mean like yours, Margaret Louise? Because you’re right, it flows off the tongue like a champ. Much, much more easily than Tom or Gus.”

Oblivious to the teasing tone in Tori’s voice, the woman  nodded. “It does, doesn’t it? And that’s just the kind of name folks need to remember one storm from another.” With a huff and a puff, Margaret Louise rose to her feet, her assigned shelf now clear of all water-damaged books. “Though I’m bettin’ everyone on Rose’s street will remember Roger with not a dab of trouble. He left them the kind of mementos that make forgettin’ hard—name or not.”

“Rose?” Tori grabbed the last three books on her shelf and stood, her feet guiding her around the local history section and into the fiction aisle Margaret Louise and Nina had been culling through all morning. “Is she okay?”

“Physically, yes. Though that cough she’s had for the past six months or so doesn’t seem to be getting better. Makes her sound like a sea lion most days.” The woman motioned to Tori and Nina to follow, her sandal-clad feet making soft squishing sounds as she wound her way through cart after cart of damaged books en route to the information desk in the center of the library. “I’ve been after her to see a doctor for months now but that woman is as stubborn as a mule.”

Margaret Louise was right. Rose Winters, the oldest in their sewing circle, was stubborn on a good day and downright ornery the rest of the time. But still, everyone loved the retired kindergarten teacher, not the least of which was Tori. In fact, aside from Margaret Louise—and her opposite-in-every-way twin sister, Leona—Rose was one of Tori’s favorites. Especially when the eightysomething’s bristles retracted in favor of a softer, more mist-inducing edge that reminded Tori of her own great-grandmother. Her late great-grandmother.

Blinking back an unexpected tear, she cut her hand through the air, the gesture successfully thwarting the inevitable ten-minute discussion about Rose and her failing health. It wasn’t that she didn’t care. She did. Very much. But the elderly woman’s cough had nothing to do  with the storm or the accompanying damage Margaret Louise had alluded to at the start. “We’ll get her in to a doctor one way or the other, even if it means calling in reinforcements from the rest of the Sweet Briar Ladies Society Sewing Circle. But we can talk about that later. Tell me about Rose and her neighbors. . . .”

Margaret Louise cocked an eyebrow of confusion. “Rose and her neighbors?”

“You just said they wouldn’t forget Roger anytime soon.” Tori shot an exasperated look at Nina, her assistant’s trademark shy smile giving way to all-out amusement at the spectacle that was Margaret Louise Davis. Rolling her eyes skyward, she shrugged, her words willing her friend to get back on track. “You know . . . that he left them souvenirs . . .”

“Mementos. I said, mementos.”

She moved her index finger in a rolling motion. “And those would be . . .”

“Busted windows, leaky roofs, damaged porches, snapped trees, no power.”

Tori’s gasp echoed against the walls of the library. “Busted windows? Leaky roo—but how?” She gestured around the library, her gaze skirting the bottom layer of shelves within range of the information desk before coming to rest on her friend’s face. “I mean, I get that there was damage—we have a hundred-plus books to serve as proof of that. But structural damage like you just said? How? Why?”

“The older parts of town weren’t made to sustain Roger’s anger,” Nina explained, her quiet tone making Tori draw closer. “Duwayne said those homes—like them ones Ms. Winters and her neighbors live in—never would have been built today. They wouldn’t pass code. But . . . back when they were built . . . it wasn’t an issue. Add that in with decades of age and, in many cases, lack of upkeep and, well, they’re the perfect playground for a storm like  Roger.” As if realizing she’d taken over the conversation, Tori’s assistant looked at the floor, her dark hair slipping forward to cover her face as her words grew even more hushed. “ ’Least that’s what Duwayne says, anyway.”

“And your Duwayne is exactly right,” Margaret Louise said as she picked up the conversation and ran with it. “Jake went over there first thing this mornin’ to see if everyone was okay and he was shocked. Said he hasn’t seen that much damage from a storm in a long time. He offered to help Rose but she refused . . . said she’d wait for Kenny to get to her.”

“Kenny?” Tori asked.

“Murdock. Kenny Murdock. He’s one of Rose’s former kindergarten students. Only now he’s ’bout Jake’s age and minus the wife and kids.”

Jake Davis was Margaret Louise’s son and the husband of fellow sewing circle member Melissa. He owned a successful garage in Sweet Briar, which enabled him to put food on the table for the couple’s seven children, Margaret Louise’s pride and joy.

“Kenny’s a bit of a strange bird. Might even call him a bit slow,” Margaret Louise continued. “But Rose has championed that boy since he was no bigger ’n a corn sprout. Gets madder ’n a hornet when people dismiss him as being dumb. After she settles down she’s quick to point out he has a different kind of smarts.”

Tori drank in the information, adding it to her ever-growing mental book of Sweet Briar facts. She may not have lived there long, but—thanks to her sewing sisters and their penchant for gossip—she was figuring out how and where everyone fit in record fashion. Kenny Murdock was simply another name to process.

“Is he close to her as well?” Tori asked.

Margaret Louise nodded. “Slow, dumb, missin’ a few marbles . . . whatever you want to call it . . . there’s no denying the fact that Kenny cares ’bout Rose. And if  Kenny don’t like you, you know it. That one can hold a grudge like there’s no tomorrow. Trust me . . . I’ve seen it with my own two eyes.”

Huffing and puffing, the woman hoisted herself onto one of the two stools that perched behind the information desk. “Anyway, over the past few months, I’ve been noticin’ that it’s harder for Rose to maintain that little flower garden she has along her walkway. All that bendin’ and pullin’ is gettin’ too much for her. But the one time I said that, she nearly bit my head clear off my neck.”

“She’s still doing a good job, though,” Tori pointed out, her thoughts traveling back to the last time they’d had a meeting at Rose’s house. “Her mums looked spectacular, and there wasn’t a weed anywhere. She puts the rest of us—or, at least, me—to shame.”

“That’s ’cause Kenny took over. He shows up when she’s out there workin’ and just quietly goes about the task of helpin’ her . . . though his helpin’ has become the lion’s share of doin’.”

“Then I like him.”

A smile spread across Margaret Louise’s face as a mischievous twinkle lit her eyes. “You haven’t even met him, Victoria.”

“I don’t need to. Any man in his early thirties who shows up and helps an elderly woman with a garden is A-okay in my book.” She took a few steps into the local history section and grabbed hold of a cart, the normally squeaky wheels muted somewhat by the saturated carpet. “I sure hope he’s gotten there by now, though. I hate to think of Rose walking around in less than ideal conditions.”

Margaret Louise waved off her concern. “Oh, he’d already been there. Even ’fore I sent Jake over. But you know how Rose is . . . she insisted he help Martha Jane Barker first. Seems her place was even worse off than Rose’s.”

Nina stiffened behind the counter.

“Nina? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Miss Sinclair.”

She bit back the urge to correct her assistant’s tendency to use her surname rather than her first name. It was simply no use. She’d been trying for months. “Do you know Martha Jane?”

Nina busied herself with the books on the cart, her head shaking slowly with each damaged novel she stacked on the counter. “Yes. I know Ms. Barker.”

Tori looked a question at Margaret Louise only to receive a shrug in return.

“Am I missing something?”

“I’m black.”

“I knew that, Nina,” she said, the ensuing smile disappearing as quickly as it came as the reality of her assistant’s words took root. “She has a problem with that?”

“Martha Jane grew up quite wealthy. And by wealthy I mean w-e-a-l-t-h-y. With servants. Colored servants,” Margaret Louise rushed to explain as something resembling understanding spread across her face. “She’s been known to snap her fingers around people of color when out and about.”

Nina snorted.

Tori looked from Margaret Louise to Nina and back again. “Then what’s she doing living next to Rose? That’s hardly the kind of house that screams money.”

“She don’t trust nobody,” Nina said. “She thinks everyone is out to get her money . . . to rob her blind. And when something goes wrong—either real or in her head—people of color are top on her list of suspects.”

“Is that true, Margaret Louise?”

Her friend nodded. “She lives in that house as a way to throw people off . . . to think she’s broke. But she ain’t. And everyone knows it. Most folks suspect she’s  so paranoid she keeps her money hidden in her house for fear a bank would lose it.”

“And she thinks that’s safer?”

“Paranoia tends to multiply with age, Victoria.”

“And she’s turned that paranoia toward people like Nina?” She knew her voice was sounding shrill but she couldn’t help it. The notion that someone would judge a person like Nina simply because of the color of her skin bothered her. Deeply.

Margaret Louise shrugged. “There might be something to that. But I think it goes deeper. I really do. Martha Jane doesn’t like nobody—dark skin or not. Take me for instance. When I won that contest with my sweet potato pie, I brought some over to her. Rose asked me to . . . said Martha Jane wasn’t feeling well and couldn’t make the Re-Founders Day Festival.” Shifting her weight more evenly across the stool, the woman continued. “So I did. But was she grateful? Was she happy that someone remembered her? No. She hollered at me for bringing a plastic fork instead of a real one.”

Tori’s mouth gaped open. “Couldn’t she have just gotten one from her kitchen?”

“There weren’t any colored folks around to fetch it for her,” Nina interjected with an uncharacteristic edge to her voice.

“I think she’s just plain rude. Regardless of color.” Margaret Louise reached a reassuring arm across the counter and patted Nina’s hand. “Then there was another time when Jake was out walkin’ with Jake Junior. They were passing Martha Jane’s house when Jake Junior—who wasn’t more ’n four or five at the time—dropped his ball in her yard. When he went to fetch it, Martha Jane poked her head out the door and started yellin’ at him for trespassin’. Yellin’ . . . at my grandbaby. Can you imagine?”

“Then why would Rose send Kenny over to help her first?” Tori asked.

“Because even as cantankerous as Rose is, she still has a heart filled with gold. You know that, Nina knows that, we all know that. Besides, it won’t be long before the drifters sweep into town. They’re not more ’n twelve hours behind these nasty storms. And when that happens, that street will be good as new in no time. At least from a standpoint of looking all neat and tidy.”

“Drifters?”

“The folks that move around, chasing work. They have no ties anywhere. They just show up, get work fixin’ things, and then shove off to the next town, the next tragedy.”

Tori considered her friend’s words, her mind trying them on in various ways. “I guess that makes sense. I just wish there wasn’t so much to do here.” She waved her hand around the room, her shoulders slumping at the sight of the empty shelves and the water-stained walls.

As if sensing her sadness, Margaret Louise stepped down off her stool and offered Tori a body-squashing bear hug. “Don’t you worry, Victoria. It’ll all work out.”

She supposed Margaret Louise was right. But still . . .

Stepping back, she nodded in spite of the quandary raging in her head. She loved the library, she really did. It was not only her source of income but her passion in life as well. But Rose? Rose was her friend. Shouldn’t that take precedence?

“I—I just wish she hadn’t refused Jake’s help . . . or sent this Kenny fellow off so fast. She needs him, too. Even if her place isn’t as bad off.”

“As I just said, don’t you worry ’bout Rose. If Nina is right, Kenny won’t be at Martha Jane’s place for long, anyway. In fact”—Margaret Louise glanced at the clock on the far wall—“he’s probably workin’ on Rose’s place right now.”

“But I thought you said her place was even worse off than Rose’s.” Tori flipped through the pages of several books and sighed. In the grand scheme of things, the library had gotten off lucky. Only the bottom row of books had been affected by the rain that had found its way through the building’s less than perfect windows. It could have been worse. Much, much worse.

“I did . . .”

Grabbing a notebook from the shelf under the computer, Tori began jotting a list of things that needed to be done in Roger’s wake—phone calls to make, damage to document, and a rug to dry. All things that could be done at varying times throughout the day while helping Rose . . .

“Because it is worse.”

The calls she could make from her cell phone. The damage could be documented fairly quickly with the help of her camera. And, if she could get her hands on a power fan, the carpet could be drying all on its own. . . .

“Much worse.”

Her friend’s words filtered through her thoughts, suspending her list-making task momentarily. “Then how could this Kenny person be at Rose’s already?”

“Because Ms. Barker wouldn’t have let him in the door,” Nina offered.

“Why on earth not?”

“Because he’s black. Like me.”




Chapter 2
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As always, Debbie Calhoun’s home was an oasis of southern hospitality, with its warm yellow walls, welcoming nooks and crannies, potpourri of delectable smells, and happy chatter of children playing in the background. It was, in a word, the epitome of home.

The fact that it belonged to one of the sweetest members of the Sweet Briar Ladies Society Sewing Circle was simply the icing on the cake. Icing Tori got to taste once every eight or nine weeks.

“I hear the library took a hit,” Debbie said as she pulled Tori in for a hug. “Did we lose a lot of books?”

Inhaling the mixture of lilacs, flour, and vanilla that clung to the bakery owner’s skin, Tori nodded. “We lost about ten percent of our collection. But it could have been a lot worse.”

Debbie stepped back, studied her from head to toe. “And the rugs? The tables? The chairs?”

“They’re all salvageable for the most part. The rugs will dry and the furniture is fine. In fact, if the windows  had been in better shape, we wouldn’t have suffered damage at all.”

With a quick glance around the corner, the woman lowered her voice, her pale blue eyes rounding as she continued. “And the children’s room? Is it—is it okay?”

She couldn’t help but smile. The children’s room, which was a project that had been near and dear to her heart from the moment she arrived in Sweet Briar, had become a source of pride for the town’s most loyal patrons as well. Its story-filled walls, jam-packed shelves, and costume trunk had made it a destination of choice for parents and youngsters alike. “Miraculously, it was untouched. No water damage whatsoever.”

Debbie released a sigh of relief. “Boy, will Suzanna and Jackson be happy to hear that. They were in an absolute panic when Colby told them the library had been affected by the storm.” Tucking her arm inside Tori’s, Debbie led the way down the wood-planked hallway that linked the entryway with the rest of the house. “You should have seen the way Jackson’s lip quivered at the notion he might not be able to wear the Peter Pan costume while acting out his fight with Captain Hook. It nearly tugged my heart right out of my body, Victoria.”

A swell of voices greeted them as they approached the hearth room on the backside of the house, the familiar sound a welcoming respite from a long and trying day. Turning to Debbie, Tori stopped just short of their final destination. “I have to admit, I was surprised when Margaret Louise told me we were still on for tonight. With the storm and the cleanup, it seems as if sewing would be the last thing on anyone’s mind.”

“Sewing is therapeutic, you know that.”

“But Rose . . . shouldn’t we be coming together to help her instead? We can sew and gossip another time.”

“We don’t gossip, Victoria. We visit.”

“And talk.”

“And talk,” Debbie confirmed as she pushed a hand through her dirty blonde hair.

“About other people.”

Biting back the smile they both knew was there, Debbie brought her eyebrows together in quizzical fashion. “Do we do that?”

Tori laughed, the sound echoing her arrival to the members of the circle assembled just out of view.

“Now go on in. I’ll join you in just a second—after I make sure Colby has things under control with the kids.”

“You know he does, Debbie. That husband of yours is nothing if not the absolute epitome of a Renaissance man.”

A reddish hue crept across her friend’s face as her ever-present smile grew still wider. “You’re right.”

“I know.” Squeezing Debbie’s hand, Tori turned toward the room that housed her fellow sewing comrades, a group of ladies who had opened their hearts and homes to her over the past six months. “Well, I’ll head inside now and—”

“But that’s not all I know,” Debbie teased as she, too, began walking, her path taking her toward the front door and the knock that signaled the arrival of yet another circle member.

Tori stopped midstep. “What are you talking about?”

“Rose needs the therapy as much as anyone else.”

“Rose needs—” She stopped, Debbie’s words finally registering. “You mean she’s here?”

“She’s here.”

“Why didn’t you say so?”

“You didn’t ask.”

She considered her friend’s words. “I didn’t ask just now, either . . .”

“True. But I couldn’t handle the worry on your face any longer.”

Transparency had always been her downfall. “That obvious, huh?”

“That endearing.” Debbie shooed her hands at Tori. “Now get in there before Dixie starts stamping her feet at my door, will you?”

Hoisting the strap of her tote bag higher on her shoulder, Tori grinned. “Feet stamping is better than finger wagging.”

“Keep talking, Victoria, and I’ll get both.”

As Debbie headed toward the front door, Tori turned back to the hearth room, the promise of seeing Rose with her own two eyes propelling her forward. It was hard enough to imagine anyone picking through storm damage without a mate by his or her side. The thought of an elderly woman going it alone in less than perfect health was even worse.

“Oh, Victoria, we’re so glad to see you.” Georgina Hayes said by way of a greeting from her spot on the armchair to the left of the fireplace. “I had hoped to get over to the library today to check on things but I got sidetracked by fires that seemed to be igniting—one after the other—all over town.”

Stopping just inside the doorway, Tori nodded at the town’s top elected official, a tall, dark-haired woman with a no-nonsense set to her jaw. Despite the fact that the position was virtually a birthright thanks to her kinship with her mayoral predecessors, Georgina took her role seriously, looking after all things Sweet Briar.

“Compared to what I’ve been hearing, the library fared relatively well compared to other—”

“Fires? Did you say, fires?” Beatrice Tharrington looked up from the khaki-colored skirt she was sewing, her eyes wide. “Luke didn’t hear a single fire engine all day. He busied himself with blocks all afternoon, crafting skyscrapers and some such things like that. Had he heard  the hint of a fire engine, he would have abandoned building in favor of begging to go outside and watch. He’s such an adventurous little bloke.”

The youngest in the room, Beatrice often faded into the background among the more talkative members of the circle, her rare bursts of conversation—laden with a British accent in a roomful of southerners—tending to bring an awkward hush to the room and a subsequent flush to the nanny’s face.

“I—I’m sorry. I shouldn’t blather on like that.”

“And why not? Blatherin’ is good for the soul.” Margaret Louise shot her hand into the air and motioned Tori toward the empty sofa cushion to her right as she continued to encourage Beatrice out of her cocoon. “Just ask Georgina.”

“Ask me? Ask me? Isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black?” Georgina huffed as she swiveled her body to the side and reached into the sewing box she’d propped beside her chair. “I don’t blather. I explain. I encourage. And I do my best to rally.”

“Rally what?” Leona Elkin lowered her latest travel magazine to her lap and peered at Georgina over the top of her glasses.

“My constituents.” Turning back to Beatrice, Georgina took charge of the conversation once again. “When I mentioned fires, I meant in a figurative way, my dear. Every time my office would address a problem—such as a power outage or a downed tree—another would pop up in its place. Happened time after time. But ’round about noon, folks who weren’t affected by Roger started showing up . . . asking how they could help those who weren’t so lucky.”

“Noon, you say?”

Tori turned her head to the right, smiled at the sight of Rose bent over the hem of a blouse in a lamplit corner. “Rose! I’ve been so worried about—”

“Noon,” Georgina confirmed, cutting Tori off midsentence. “It sure does a mayor good to see her residents chipping in and helping each other through difficult times.”

“Kenny showed up long before noon. Crack of dawn brought him to my door,” Rose said proudly, her slipper-clad foot setting her chair to a gentle rock.

“Kenny?” Beatrice sputtered.

Rose’s eyes narrowed. “Yes . . .”

The nanny sat up tall, her half-sewn skirt slipping to the floor in favor of a white-knuckle hold on both armrests of her chair. “K-Kenny? Kenny is here? In Sweet Briar?”

“Of course,” Rose snapped. “It’s where he’s been since the day he was born.”

Beatrice’s face drained of all color. “He was born in Texas!”

Rose’s eyes rolled skyward as a chorus of groans broke loose around the room. “Not that Kenny, Beatrice. Kenny  Murdock.”

Beatrice’s shoulders slumped. “Oh.”

Confused, Tori bypassed Margaret Louise’s offer and sank into the closest chair she could find—one that put her directly next to her personal Sweet Briar encyclopedia. Lowering her voice to a barely discernable level, she put words to the question begging to be asked. “Um, Leona? What did I just miss?”

“Miss, dear?”

“With Beatrice . . .”

Flipping to the next page in her magazine, Margaret Louise’s twin sister tsked softly under her breath before providing the answer Tori sought. “Beatrice is obsessed with Kenny Rogers.”

She snorted back a laugh. “Kenny Rogers? You can’t be serious.”

Leona’s gaze traveled across the room and stopped on Beatrice. “I can’t?”

Tori followed suit, studying the disappointed woman with a new set of eyes. “Well, how obsessed is obsessed?”

“Have you heard her phone ring?”

She shook her head.

“‘Islands in the Stream.’”

“Okay, but lots of people use songs as ringtones. It’s really not that unusual, Leona.”

“Do lots of people carry a picture of the person who  sings their ringtone?”

Tori swallowed. “I don’t know for sure but I imagine some do . . . if they really like that particular artist.”

“Do they also insert their own face into the picture to make it look as if they’ve spent time together?”

“Insert . . .” Lowering her voice still further, she lifted her palms from her lap and held them outward. “Look, if I’ve learned anything over the past six months or so it’s the importance of not judging people. So, she likes Kenny Rogers . . . big deal.”

“If you say so, dear.” Leona shifted her magazine to the end table beside her seat, then set to work plucking imaginary lint from her tweed skirt with perfectly manicured hands. “But as you well know, obsessions of that nature can get out of hand.”

Leona was right. They could. And they did. But she also knew that obsessions of the dangerous variety weren’t commonplace in a town the size of Sweet Briar, South Carolina. Surely the recent obsession-based abduction of Colby Calhoun—Debbie’s author husband—had met the geographical quota for the next century or ten . . .

“What are you working on this evening, Victoria?” Rose’s voice, frail and husky, broke through her wool-gathering, snapping her back to the here and now.

Setting her tote on the cushion between herself and Leona, Tori pulled a stack of multicolored fleece pieces from the bag. “I’m working on scarves for a women’s  shelter I used to volunteer at back in Chicago. Now that I’m living here, I figured this was a way I could contribute from a distance.”

“How are you making them?” Margaret Louise bellowed across the room, her eyes narrowed to near slits as she bobbed her head in such a way as to provide the best view of Tori’s project.

“Well, I’ll stack these four long rectangles together in alternating colors—this one will be blue, white, blue, white. I’ll sew a straight seam right down the middle,” Tori explained as she held the pile up for all to see. “Then, it’s just a matter of cutting from the outer sides toward the center seam to create a boa type effect.”

“That’ll be real pretty,” Debbie said as she returned to the room and motioned the last of the circle members to the empty space beside Margaret Louise.

“I hope so,” Tori said. “Some of these women have next to nothing. I figured this was something I could do . . . something that can make them feel pretty when they step outside on a cold winter’s day.”

Needles stilled and machines quieted as the circle members stopped to listen to Tori’s description, the allure of a new sewing project reaching each of them in a way the others could understand.

“I got the idea from Melissa, actually.” Tori laid the fabric across her thighs and looked around the room before focusing on Margaret Louise. “Is Melissa coming?”

The woman shook her head. “Not tonight. Lulu wasn’t feelin’ well after school today. I offered to whip up some of Mee-Maw’s famous feel-better-brownies and look after the young-un so Melissa could get out, but she declined.”

“I don’t know how that one keeps from going stir-crazy with seven kids. I’d be in a padded room.” Leona shook her head as she swept her hand across her lint-free skirt.

“If you had one you’d be in a padded room.” Margaret Louise’s laugh, hearty and loud, brought a smile to everyone’s lips. “That’s why you have no offspring, Twin.”

Leona tapped her chin with a bejeweled finger. “I have Paris.”

“Garden-variety bunnies don’t count,” snapped Rose.

“Paris is anything but garden-variety,” Leona argued. “He’s intelligent . . . smart . . . attractive . . .”

Rose rolled her eyes amid the pockets of laughter that sprang up around the room. “He’s a bunny, Leona.”

“He’s more than that, Rose.”

“Oh good heavens,” the elderly woman grumbled in disgust.

“How many scarves do you plan on making, Victoria?” Beatrice asked, her quiet voice serving as a cease-fire in a war that was as much about personality differences as the topic at hand.

“As many as I can make. The shelter has beds for nearly twenty women on a nightly basis but they also do an out-reach program that reaches another thirty to forty.”

“You could make hats, too. Something that matches the scarf and keeps their head warm at the same time,” Georgina suggested as she shifted in her seat. “Maybe add some sort of decoration or fringe.”

Tori smiled, her own initial excitement for the project multiplying in the wake of Debbie and Georgina’s enthusiasm. “I hadn’t thought of that, but you’re right.”

“I got a lovely scarf and hat from a library patron when I was pushed out of my job,” Dixie muttered as she shuffled her way across the hearth room to claim the empty spot beside Debbie.

Lifting her magazine from its resting place, Leona buried her face in its contents once again, a faint snort rising up from behind the glossy pages.

“Must we, Dixie?” Margaret Louise asked as she, too,  pulled a project from her sewing box—a tiny lace-edged bib for her youngest grandbaby. “You had talked about retirin’ for months. It just happened a dab sooner than you’d planned. Besides, that was over six months ago.”

“Six months I’d still have been working if the board hadn’t hired Victoria behind my back.”

“Do you like the children’s room she created in the library, Dixie?” Georgina asked with an air of boredom to her voice.

“Yes, of course. But—”

“Do you like the book delivery she set up with the retirement home in town?” Debbie caught Tori’s eye and winked.

“Of course, but—”

“Did Victoria make you lead storyteller for the preschool crowd?” Beatrice chimed in quietly.

“Yes, but—”

“Then quit your blathering.”

Dixie shot Georgina a dirty look. “Blathering?”

“Don’t worry, it’s good for your soul . . . isn’t it, Beatrice?” Margaret Louise smiled triumphantly. “Besides, by being retired you no longer have to answer to a board.”

“Amen,” Dixie mumbled before shrugging her sweater-clad shoulders in Tori’s direction. “How’d we fare with the storm, anyway?”

Six months ago, the use of the word we when referring to the library would have been a sign of her predecessor’s continued bitterness and never-ending territorial claim on Tori’s place of employment. But now, after rubbing elbows in their weekly circle meetings, she saw it more as a shared passion for books that inevitably placed them on the same team. A team Dixie was protesting less and less as the days wore on.

Pulling the fleece fabric to her chest she closed her eyes, breathed in the memory of the empty shelves she’d left behind in favor of a few hours of sewing-induced sanity.  “We lost everything on the bottom row of shelves . . . but it could have been worse.”

Margaret Louise nodded her agreement. “When I showed up at the library this mornin’ to help, I was expectin’ things to be worse. But other than the books Victoria just mentioned, everything else will be good as new in no time. You mark my words.”

Dixie released an audible sigh Tori not only understood but shared as well. “There’s no doubt we were lucky. Especially considering the age of the building.

“In fact, from what I’ve been hearing all day long, the library got off lucky in the grand scheme of things. Some of the other older buildings in town didn’t fare quite so well, isn’t that right, Georgina?”

“I believe Rose can answer that better than anyone else.” The mayor gestured toward Rose, the elderly woman’s tired form reminding Tori of her evening’s mission.

“Rose? Would you like to stay with me for a while? I have plenty of room . . . not to mention electricity,” Tori said, her voice stopping just shy of pleading.

“Candles worked for my great-grandparents, candles will work for me.” The retired schoolteacher’s chin jutted forward with an air of resolution. “Besides, Kenny is right next door at Martha Jane’s if I need anything.”

“Kenny might not be able to handle the kinds of problems that come from storm damage like we’ve seen,” Georgina cautioned gently, the hesitancy in her voice as much a reflection of her respect for Rose as it was anything else. “You know he can get a little unsettled when he feels trapped or unsure of himself.”

“I know no such thing,” Rose hissed as she pulled the flaps of her sweater more tightly against her body. “Need I remind you that book smarts don’t always translate to life smarts?”

Tori watched her friend closely, the stress of the storm emphasizing the tremor in the woman’s pale and bony  hand. While she understood Georgina’s overriding concern for Rose, she also couldn’t discount the one thing she’d come to know about the group’s matriarch.

Rose Winters valued her independence and believed in the power of loyalty—characteristics that were not only honorable but worthy of celebration as well.

“Could I stay with you, then?” Tori asked. “That way we could fix minor things while we’re waiting for Kenny to finish up at your neighbor’s house.”

Large charcoal-colored eyes—magnified behind bifocals—turned to study her, a fleeting look of moisture the only evidence her offer had been heard. She continued on, enthusiasm for her off-the-cuff idea mounting with each word. “We could get things back in order around your home and I could pick your brain on ways to reach our school-aged patrons—the ones who are a little too big for the children’s room but not necessarily ready for the adult section—”

“Excuse me, ladies, but there’s a call for you, Georgina.” Debbie’s husband poked his head around the corner, a phone in his outstretched left hand. “It’s Chief Dallas. Said it’s important.”

“Thank you, Colby.” Excusing herself to the hallway, Georgina hurried out of the room, the phone held close to her ear as pockets of conversation resumed around the circle.

Tori considered prodding Rose for an answer but, in the end, opted to let the sewing work its magic on the elderly lady before approaching the subject once again. Sometimes patience and decorum were the best course of action. Instead, she asked for specifics about some of the damage her house had sustained, the woman’s description bringing a renewed catch to her throat and a worry to her heart.

As if sensing her feelings, Rose met her eye with a  shaky smile. “Don’t you worry about me, Victoria. Kenny is a marvel. He looks after me almost as he would his mamma.”

“You’ve been good to him, too, Rose,” Debbie said as she crossed her feet at the ankles before digging her hand into her sewing box and extracting three spools of varying shades of pink thread. “You’ve been his biggest champion, encouraging people to give him a shot in life.”

Rose waved off their hostess’s praise. “Too often people in this world equate everything with education. Even decency. As if being a compassionate human being is something taught in a book rather than the world at large. But regardless of his challenges in school as a young boy, Kenny has always been kind, hardworking, and honest to a—”

“I’m sorry for the interruption, but that couldn’t be helped.” Georgina strode back into the room, her now empty hand held tightly in a fist. Reclaiming her spot beside the fireplace, the mayor closed her eyes and rested her head against the seat back.

“Is everything okay, Georgina?” Debbie asked, voicing the inquiry mirrored on the faces of those around them.

Slowly, the woman opened her eyes, her gaze skirting the room’s occupants before coming to rest on Rose. “There’s been a robbery.”

“A robbery?” Margaret Louise echoed.

Georgina nodded, her gaze still firmly rooted on Rose’s face. “Martha Jane claims she was robbed in her own home.”

“Good heavens, is she okay?”

“She’s fine, Dixie. But she’s fit to be tied and ready to press charges. Now.”

“She knows who did it?” Tori asked.

“Yes.” Georgina broke eye contact with Rose long  enough to send a meaningful glance in Tori’s direction. “She does.”

“Who?” Rose stammered, her voice cracking under the stress of the day. “Who was it?”

“Kenny. Kenny Murdock.”
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