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They say, “Everything’s all right.”
They say, “Better days are near.”
They tell us, “These are the good times.”
But they don’t live around here.
—WARREN ZEVON,

“THE INDIFFERENCE OF HEAVEN”

Chapter 1

My name is Margaret Mary-Catherine O’Neill—Maggie to those who know and love me best—and I have a secret. A big secret. The kind of secret few here in my hometown of Stony Mill, Indiana, would understand, let alone accept or even tolerate.
Big breath here. You see, I am an empath. An intuitive who can feel another person’s emotions, and sometimes even know the reasons behind them.
For those of you whose only exposure to the world of an empath was through Star Trek, allow me to explain. I can’t read your mind (well, not often), and I can’t see what you had for dinner last night (unless you’re still wearing it on your tie). A psychic I’m not. It’s just that sometimes I feel things, in the same way that you feel them. As though your emotions and motivations are my own, residing within my own body. And, well, sometimes I sense things—disturbances—in the world around me.
I won’t go into the dreams. Everyone has dreams…right? Mine can’t be that different.
Can they?
I know what you’re thinking. I’ve been where you are. In fact, until six months ago I would have called myself an outright skeptic. Heaven knows I wasn’t raised to think any of this was even possible, let alone normal. Being an empath, as you can see, is not something I’m especially comfortable with, but as my Grandma Cora always said, we all have our crosses to bear. There have been many days when I’ve wanted nothing more than to sink back into the comfort of ignorance. To go back to the time in my life when skepticism reigned supreme.
Truth be told, I’ve seen and felt too much lately to have the luxury of skepticism ever again.
My name is Maggie O’Neill, and this is my story.

The winter had been a hard one—two brutal deaths and several months solid of howling winds and bitter temperatures were enough to break the backbone of even the most stalwart personality. But the snows had at long last receded and, if the robins twittering in the thickly budded bushes along the streets of Stony Mill could be considered definitive proof, spring had sprung. For better or for worse, I thought as I maneuvered my 1972 Volkswagen Bug (long ago christened Christine due to her testy mechanical idiosyncrasies) through town toward River Street and the line of Rockwell-esque storefronts that included Enchantments Antiques and Fine Gifts. In other words, my place of employ and home away from home.
If my mood that morning seemed overly fatalistic, I had my reasons. I’d worked at the unique gift shop/antique store/witchy emporium since the autumn just past, and I’d come to love the peaceful environment, not to mention having the most perfect boss a girl could ever wish for in Felicity Dow. No matter that she called herself a modern-day witch and follower of the Old Ways, and by every indication appeared to be telling the truth. All the same, ever since Christmas when a much respected Stony Mill resident had broken our trust in the worst way imaginable, I hadn’t been able to feel comfortable in my own skin. I felt…on my guard. On edge. Always watchful, always anxious, always waiting for the proverbial axe to fall.
Except that it hadn’t. January had passed without anything more gruesome than a few fender benders caused by icy roads and blowing snow. When February eventually drifted into March without incident, by all rights I should have been able to breathe a sigh of relief and resume the carefree and somewhat frivolous life of an almost thirty-year-old single girl on the lookout for the ideal life…but I couldn’t. Something was wrong in Stony Mill. Something. And I knew that eventually it would raise its head again.
The question was, when?
And that was the problem. I didn’t have an answer to that question or any of the other questions that had been plaguing me for months. I’d been completely knocked out of my comfort zone, and I wasn’t sure how to handle anything anymore.
To be fair to myself, I didn’t know many who would have felt comfortable with all that had happened. But I’d come to accept that people without the gift of sensitivity had no idea what was happening right beneath their noses. Not one. Loosely translated, that amounted to about 99.8 percent of the town proper. While your average Stony Millers went on about their daily lives—working, shopping, going to basketball games, and hitting the Elks Lodge on a Saturday night—the level of spirit activity in town was getting worse. Outside of Felicity and the N.I.G.H.T.S., the Northeast Indiana Ghost Hunting and Tracking Society, and perhaps a few nameless and faceless others, the town was clueless.
The N.I.G.H.T.S. could best be described as Stony Mill’s version of the Ghostbusters. All of them friends of Felicity’s and now of mine, all talented in some area of the paranormal, and all sensitive to the same types of strangeness I had been picking up on. With Felicity as my mentor and the N.I.G.H.T.S. as a kind of metaphysical posse, I had been on a mission to understand the whispers, feelings, and thoughts my newly realized empathic abilities had brought into my life. But as the winter passed, a new reticence had overtaken me, and I had found myself conjuring up excuses whenever Liss had raised the subject of tutoring me. I’d even begged off the last few N.I.G.H.T.S. meetings, inventing family obligations so I wouldn’t have to chase down pesky spirit orbs.
Call it a change of heart. Call it self-preservation. Call it spinelessness, if you must. You probably wouldn’t be too far off the mark. All I knew was, I was being led down a garden path toward an uncertain future, and I wasn’t at all sure the shoes I was wearing were sturdy enough to stand up to the muck.
And yet, I have always been a sucker for a good mystery.
It was a sunny April Saturday morning, and for once my mind was as far from floating orbs and spirit messages as it could be. Enchantments was my first destination, but not for my usual pre-opening rituals of filling the coffee and tea makers with fresh water and checking for new Web orders. Instead, this was to be the first Saturday in six months that I would not be manning the cash register. That honor would go to my two young protégées, Evie Carpenter and Tara Murphy, while I accompanied Liss to the opening day of the county farmers market/craft bazaar in search of new local goodies for the store.
I felt like a newbie mother leaving her baby with a sitter for the first time. Despite knowing I needed to give myself a little time to refresh and renew, like any new mom I was exhibiting the first signs of separation anxiety well before the deciding moment. But I forced myself to be strong and persevere. Going to the bazaar had been Liss’s idea, and I would drink a gallon of root beer before I would let her down. Besides, on some level I was hoping to absorb some of the spiritual peace that seemed to surround my lovely employer like a mantle of light. Regardless of whether or not I embraced her religious beliefs (and the jury was still out on that), there was a lot I could learn from her about life, the universe, and everything.
Who needed Douglas Adams when you had a new witch in town?
“Morning, girls!” I sang out as I sailed through the back entrance into the store office. As usual, it was piled high with boxes to be opened, receipts to be filed, bills to be paid. I dropped my purse onto the desk, transported as always as I breathed in the store’s cinnamon bun scent. God, I loved this place. I loved everything about it. Perhaps that was the reason for the reticence I felt at the thought of abandoning it this morning.
Slouched in the desk chair with a ginormous cup of coffee sheltered in her hands, Tara scarcely turned a heavily mascaraed eye my way. “G’morning,” she muttered. Or at least, I thought that’s what she said. The words did kind of melt together. For all I knew, she might have said gallbladder…or goose mallow…though I suppose those would have made slightly less sense.
“Are you and Evie all set for today?” I asked in the same breezy voice I would have used to persuade my pretty little nieces to put smiles on their faces. “I don’t know if we’ll be away the entire day or not, but you can reach us on our cells at any time.”
“Yeah, yeah. We got it. No worries.” She yawned wide, her jaw cracking with the effort.
“Great. Thanks.” I paused and looked around the office, half expecting to see Evie slumped on a chair in a different corner. “Where’s Evie, by the way?”
Right on cue, I heard light footsteps tap-dancing down the floorboards in the front of the store. “Here you are,” Evie sang as she swept past the purple velvet curtain that separated the front of the store from the back office. Catching sight of me, she waved but did not falter in her mission. “One great big cup of double fudge mocha, complete with whipped cream and a thick caramel swirl, just for you, Tar. This’ll open those sleepy eyes right up.”
Tara gave her the evil eye. “You’ve been taking lessons from Maggie, haven’t you, Swiss Miss?”
I laughed. I was beginning to think our Tara was not a morning person.
“All right, all right. Enough with the maligning of our characters,” I scolded good-naturedly. “Besides, it’s after nine. The store opens in a little under half an hour. Is everything good to go? Do you need my help with anything before I take off?”
Evie snapped to with a mock salute. “Everything is ready, Cap’n. Water’s on for coffee and tea, the morning delivery of scones and cookies has been lodged in the glass cabinets, the dusting has been done, and the floors vacuumed. The only thing we need from you is the key to the cash register, and then that will be humming right along, too.”
I raised my brows. “My, you have been busy. What time did you girls get here?”
“Evil here picked me up at seven o’clock,” Tara grumbled. “On a Saturday!”
I mock whispered to Evie, “Soooo, Evil, do you think a scone might help? Or should I go to Annie’s to pick up a fritter to sweeten her disposition?”
“I heard that,” Tara said, scowling. “For your information, my disposition doesn’t need sweetening. It just needs more sleep. S-L-E-E-P. Haven’t you people ever heard that a teenage girl needs her beauty rest? Sheesh!” Then she sighed. “I’ll have a cookie. Chocolate and macadamia nut.”
From the depths of my purse, my cell phone began blaring the “1812 Overture,” my ring tone of the mo’.
Evie headed for the front. “I’ll get the cookie, you get your phone.”
There was something insistent about phone calls in general, and cell phone calls in particular, that made me feel just a little bit anxious, as though I was being tested on how quickly I could answer. I grabbed for my bag and made my usual desperate scrounge through the contents at the bottom. At last my fingers closed around the sleek case, and I flipped it open.
“Hello?”
“Maggie? Liss here. Listen, ducks, I know I’m supposed to be on my way there, but…is there any way you could find it in your heart to pop out to pick me up?”
“Of course I can. Is anything wrong?”
An exasperated sigh whispered over the phone connection. “It’s the Lexus again. One would think the expense of the bloody thing would prevent such trials. The dealer promised me they’d fixed it last time, but I should have known better—Mercury is retrograde, you know.”
Mercury, the planet whose cosmic path rules communication and technology in the astrological scheme of things, is reputed to trail chaos and carnage in its wake several times a year when it makes an about-face toward the sun. It is this troublesome reverse path that affects anything of a mechanical or communicative nature, causing cars to break down, computers to crash, telephones and printers to malfunction, and relationships to stumble. Cosmically speaking, Mercury in retrograde is a planet having PMS, and the only help for it is to let it run its course.
I made a mental note to delay buying that new vacuum cleaner—the last thing I needed was a Suck-O-Luxe run amok. “Hang tight. I’ll be there with bells on.” By that time Evie had returned with the cookies, and she and Tara were munching away. “Sorry, girls, I have to get going. Have one of those for me, would you? And call me if you need me.”
So yes, I probably did sound like an overprotective mom, but I wasn’t about to apologize for it. I loved the store, loved my job there, and I had learned lessons from my own mother all too well. I would be hard-pressed to keep myself from checking in every hour on the hour.
That cell phone had to be good for something.
Right on cue, my phone blared again almost as soon as I had exited the store. I shuffled through my handbag, trying to find it. At last my fingers closed around it—success!
“’Lo?”
“Hey there.” My stomach made a warm and squidgie little bobble when I heard the voice of my quasi-boyfriend, Deputy Tom Fielding of the Stony Mill Police Department, on the other end of the airwaves. “You on your way to the farmers market?”
“Yeah. My first free Saturday in months. I’m both looking forward to it and missing the store already.”
“Sounds like fun.”
“You could come out.” But I knew better.
“Unfortunately, I have a boatload of paperwork to catch up on. Damned schoolkids sure have been acting up like crazy.”
“Nothing particularly strange about that.” Every year as the school year wound down, the student population wound up. Pranks and practical jokes flew around the county like spells gone awry. Mailboxes, fences, garden statuary, and garage doors were bashed, dashed, kidnapped, and spray painted. Typical Friday night highjinks.
“No, but I’ve been spending most of my time chasing high schoolers out of Alden Woods and the city parks after hours rather than upholding the laws of the community. You’d think I’d have better things to do with my time.”
“Aw, poor baby,” I sympathized. And I did, really—I knew how tedious it was for him to have to deal with the petty stuff, day in and day out. But surely it was better than the alternative. Methinks I was going to have to have a talk with Tom soon about being more careful with random wishes.
“Sooo,” he said, “see you later?”
“Tonight? Well, I’ll have to check my schedule.”
“Aw, come on, Maggie…”
“Hmm. Looks like I’m free. My place? Whenever you get done?”
“I’ll be there.”
Oh, goody. The night ahead was definitely looking up.
I called him my quasi-boyfriend. What I really meant is that he’s my sometimes-maybe-kinda-sorta boyfriend. Why the equivocation? It wasn’t that I didn’t think we could be compatible. It wasn’t that he didn’t light my fire. It wasn’t even that I wasn’t ready for a serious relationship. I mean, for heaven’s sake, my thirtieth birthday was a little more than two months away, and all I had to show for it was…not much at all. Seeing my nieces playing at the feet of my younger sister, Melanie, sometimes gave me a physical ache. Not so deep down, I wanted the life that my sister had—perfect girls, perfect home, perfect husband—and I wasn’t ashamed to admit it. And yet…truth be told, this time around I was the one holding back. For the last four months, since my near fatal accident at Christmas, Tom had gone out of his way to make it very clear, at least verbally, that he wanted to give things between us a try. And yet, between my hesitation and his never-ending busy schedule, our relationship never seemed to quite get off the ground. Maybe he wasn’t as ready as he thought he was. Maybe the weirdness factor of my friendship with Liss and the N.I.G.H.T.S. was too much for him to take after all.
We’d first gotten together when Tom was investigating the murder of Felicity’s sister, Isabella—and he’d fingered Liss as the prime suspect. Of course, she’d been cleared of all charges, but Tom still didn’t trust her, and he didn’t trust any of the paranormal activities she was involved with, either. That had never set well with me. And of course, there was the fact that he was only separated from his wife and about to start divorce proceedings.
Maybe we both had issues with trust that needed to be worked through.
“Enough,” I said aloud, shaking my head to break free of the serious thoughts and lifting my face to the midmorning sunshine streaming through the car windows. Now was not the time to crawl through the cobwebs of my subconscious.
Before I knew it, I had crossed town and ventured onto Victoria Park Road. Once lined with working farms, this meandering stretch of byway was now the gold coast of Stony Mill’s surrounding countryside, as evidenced by the occasional happily situated residence punctuating the picturesque isolation. But it wasn’t until I approached Liss’s manor-style home that I realized how long it had been since I’d last driven the road’s narrow curves. Had it really been six months since Liss’s sister had been killed? At one time I might have labeled Isabella Harding’s death the spark that set fire to my intuitive sensitivities and abilities, but looking back now, I couldn’t be so sure. I had the slow, sneaking suspicion that things had been happening in town all along. Was it just that I’d been too busy to notice? To really see?
I drove slowly past the architectural monstrosity that was the Harding estate, barely visible behind the elaborate six-foot iron fence that protected the house and grounds from the outside world. From the outside world, yes, but the bigger threat had come from within. I couldn’t help wondering how Jeremy Harding was filling his time these days, now that both his wife and his daughter had abandoned him for…other eventualities. Something told me the grieving widower was too busy following his bliss through the ministrations of his able-bodied assistant, Jetta James, to be missing the dear departed Isabella…but maybe I was being too hard on the man.
Eh, probably not.
I slowed down as Harding’s grandiose fencing transitioned to Liss’s classic fieldstone. The entrance to Liss’s property was already open as I approached—a sign, perhaps, that whatever ghosts Liss had been suffering had finally been laid to rest. I hoped so. Turning onto the smoothly paved driveway, a welcome change from the crushed limestone most often found in these parts, I tooled up the wooded stretch that began just inside the gates, turning the wheel this way and that until I rounded the last bend and burst through to the stretch of green lawn and burgeoning spring gardens that surrounded the English-style manor house.
Liss hurried out to greet me as Christine sputtered to a halt beneath the carriage port.
“Record time,” she enthused as she folded herself into the bucket seat next to me.
Known for her retro-antique fashion sense, today Liss had chosen an outfit that was actually on the mod side: a pair of khaki linen slacks and a bouclé jacket. She paired it with a gorgeous embroidered silk frame purse with a snake chain handle that was something my grandmother might have used as a young woman. As for me, I’d worn my usual safe uniform of turtleneck, jeans, and wool jacket—worn open, as a concession to the season. Spring may have sprung, but summer heat was not exactly forthcoming, and in my mind, comfort was king. Or at least queen.
“Onward?” I suggested.
“Absolutely. Oh, Maggie, I’m so looking forward to this—great Goddess, it’s been a long winter! This is going to be just what the doctor ordered.”
“I feel a little guilty, leaving the store to the girls,” I fretted as we bumped along county roads still pitted from the winter frost heave.
“Spring is all about renewal,” Liss said, patting my hand on the stick shift. “Women tend to put the needs of everyone and everything before their own. We all need to refill the well from time to time.”
The annual kickoff to the upcoming summer season was opening day of the county craft bazaar and farmers market. It was a big deal, highly attended by Stony Millers, well-to-do and poor alike. Not so many years ago the bazaar was little more than an informal assembly of pickup trucks and tents gathered around the courthouse square on Thursday mornings, until the traffic had gotten bad enough to necessitate a more spacious venue. The 4-H Fairgrounds at Heritage Park fit the bill nicely, so long as one didn’t mind the smelly animal barns and deeply trenched demolition derby field also on the premises.
We left Christine in one of the parking areas, then made our way toward the tents where the bulk of the festivities were to take place. Ropes of brightly colored flags pointed us in the right direction along straw-covered paths. Not that we needed them with the unmistakable smoky aroma of Port-a-Pit chicken wafting our way. Lunch, I hoped…or maybe a brat…or a tenderloin…or…
I was still thinking about my stomach when I realized just how many Stony Millers had turned out for the opening day. People, great throngs of them, milled about between the myriad tents and tables. I faltered a moment when I saw them. Crowds aren’t exactly my favorite things in the world, mostly because people en masse give off an amazing amount of energy, and I still hadn’t quite mastered the ability to completely shield myself from the cumulative effects. But at least I’d prepared for this possibility today—as much as a fledgling empath could. Some of the personal wards I had put into effect earlier. Just a few last-minute preparations were needed now.
As Liss had taught me, I took a moment to center myself, to call for the white, protective light to fill me, surround me, keep me safe from harm. That and a deep, steadying breath…
Not as effective as a personal Taser, perhaps, but on a spiritual and emotional level, it was the next best thing.
“Better?”
I opened my eyes to find Liss watching me, her blue eyes smiling kindly. I flushed a little. “I…well, yes. Thanks.”
She leaned in a little as she took my arm and we began walking again toward the crowds, two sensitives united against the outside world. “Don’t resist so much. Let the energy flow through you. Recognize it for what it is, acknowledge it, and let it go. You’ll feel better.”
Letting it go sounded like good advice, but it was going to take a little practice.
The first tent we came to was filled to bursting with chatter and the predictable “kuntry” crafts so many found charming these days. Cows, chickens, gingham, too many items decorated with that watered-down and ubiquitous blue that had been popular for at least a decade…Even miniature two-seater privies for the country girls who had everything. And then there was the proliferation of bunnies of all shapes and sizes, phony eggs, and baskets with pastel grass, proudly displayed side by side with the crosses adorned with plastic Jesus figures, just in time for the upcoming holiday. I smiled to myself, wondering what they would say if I told them the bunnies and colored eggs stemmed from the pagan festival of Ostara, a name that had been shamelessly usurped and revamped by the early Church leaders. Not that it would make a difference—they wouldn’t believe me anyway.
I drifted from table to table, nodding politely at the vendors (mostly middle-aged ladies trying to make a buck or two to justify their favorite hobbies) as they proudly demonstrated the tchotchkes they had made at their kitchen tables, but I knew we were unlikely to find anything suitable for Enchantments in this particular tent. Still, Liss took her time, speaking personably with each vendor, exclaiming over their wares and even buying a particularly florid rooster that she insisted was the mirror image of one her own wee mum had owned when she was growing up at their home in the Trossachs area of Scotland. Personally, I suspected she was just making nice with the natives, but then again, that was Liss. God love her for it.
Eventually we moved on to other tents with more crafts, as well as a few antiques and collectibles. But the booth Liss had really come for was yet to be seen—a display of hand-made Amish furniture made by your friend and mine, fellow N.I.G.H.T.S. member Eli Yoder.
Speak of the devil…
“Eli!”
I had caught sight of our friend where he had set up his tools and projects in an open horse barn across the way. I waved cheerily and immediately headed in his direction, knowing Liss was only seconds behind me. Most days when I saw Eli, he wore a pair of black pants held up by a pair of suspenders, a black coat with black buttons, and a white shirt, topped off by a round, flat-brimmed hat. Today he wore—wait for it—a pair of black pants held up by suspenders, a black coat, and a white shirt topped off by a round, flat-brimmed hat. I’ve heard tell that when he really wants to mix things up, he wears a shirt that’s robin’s egg blue or pale green, but I’ve never seen him look anything but, well, plain.
In the dusty shade of the barn Eli bent over a piece of wood stretched between two well-used sawhorses, his thick hands delicately sanding the wood to a state of perfection.
“And how are you this bright and beautiful morning?” I said as I drew near.
Lifting his big head, he smiled at me, his hands continuing their task. “Gut. Wunderbar! Und Sie?”
I held up my hands in protest, laughing. “And now I wish I’d paid more attention to Frau Nielson in first-year German class. Why is it that life is always clearer in retrospect?”
“It is just the way of the world, ja?”
“So it would seem. What are you doing?”
“I am preparing the wood. See? You try.” He ran his hand over the wood, motioning for me to do the same. “What do you feel?”
I smoothed my hand over the piece of wood. It was warm, and slick as glass. “Nothing.”
“Then it is ready almost.”
Liss sidled up beside me. “There you are, Eli. We’ve been looking all over for you and your wares.”
I could have sworn I saw Eli blush beneath the brim of his hat. “I have been here. Just so.”
“I see that.” She ran her gaze over the gleaming tables, bookshelves, and rocking chairs that surrounded us in the dusty shade. “My, you have been busy this winter. These are lovely, Eli. Just lovely.”
“I am glad they please you.”
“Oh, they do. They do. You are a real master of the wood-crafting arts. And—oh!” She caught her breath. Holding her hand to her breast in awe, she nodded in the direction of an armoire at least seven feet high that was being hefted onto a furniture dolly by two knot-shouldered men in Amish garb. “Is that yours?”
Eli grunted as he straightened his spine. “The cabinet? Ja. It is mine. For now.”
Unlike Eli’s other pieces, the cabinet was ablaze with color and chased delicately with carvings that looked almost Celtic in origin. “That is amazing work,” Felicity sighed.
“Ah.” Eli dusted his hands off on a thick bundle of cheesecloth. “That would be Luc’s handiwork. Lucas Metzger,” he said by way of explanation, nodding toward the departing armoire. “That is Luc, just there on the left.”
I glanced at the retreating backs of the two men. The man on the left was just another man in Amish garb, made nondescript by the homogeneous uniform.
“A friend of yours?” Liss asked politely as she ran practiced hands over the joints of a chair. “Or a business partner?”
“Not partners. Luc, he used to work with his brother roofing houses, but he left off doing that for a job at the RV factory in town. But this winter was hard—his hours were cut at the plant, and he is a proud man and would not go back to his brother. I have been giving him extra work whenever I can spare it.”
Honorable Eli. “That was a very nice thing for you to do,” I told him, and meant it.
Eli gave a modest shrug. “He had the need, I had the means. A good arrangement for the both of us. But the cabinet…”
“The color and carvings,” Liss commented as she studied the retreating piece with the attention of a scholar. “Like something straight out of Celtic Europe. I’ve never seen you do that before.”
“No. It is not plain,” Eli said, quieting his voice as though reluctant to allow the admission to go beyond their earshot. “Luc, he was raised in a Pennsylvania order of Amish. Some things they do not do the same way that we do here.” He looked down at the ground, deep in thought, then shrugged. “It is not plain, the cabinet, and so it is not something I could in good faith sell as my own…and yet it would be wasteful to dismantle it. That is why I donated it for the auction today. Someone will put it to good use.”
“Auction?” Liss’s ears perked up at the use of one of her favorite words.
I had almost forgotten. The highlight of opening day was an auction that raised money for a different charity selected by a governing committee every year. The committee identified the best from those items offered by the local crafting community. To be one of the chosen few was a big honor, and free publicity for the artisan in question.
Liss was eyeing the armoire’s retreat with a gleam in her eye. “I know just where I could use something like that.”
I giggled. I knew well what the look meant. “Should I call my father and ask whether his pickup will be free?”
Liss laughed, too. “Maybe so. I suppose it all depends on how successful I am at the bidding.” She turned back to Eli. “What time is the auction?”
“The big reveal is at eleven o’clock,” I said, reading from the schedule I’d picked up on the way in. “Don’t worry, you have plenty of time.”
Liss leisurely selected several items from Eli’s stock, including a solidly crafted plant stand that she said would be perfect for an altar. While Eli slapped Sold signs on them and grumbled good-naturedly about letting things go under cost, Liss and I hightailed it over to the main pavilion where the auction was to be held.
The pavilion was shrouded with white sheets to give the proceedings an air of anticipation and mystery. A crowd had formed around it, whispering together, wondering what offerings the committee had selected this year. The comprehensive list of donations that some organized soul had thought to post was a thing to behold and made one thing abundantly clear: Our little town boasted its share of craftsmen, artisans, and closet artistes.
Kind of made a hometown girl proud.
Liss looked at me and smiled.
The white curtains at the front shivered, then parted briefly as the committee chair stepped through to the podium. At the helm was none other than…
Jetta James?
Jetta James, not-so-secret paramour of Liss’s not-so-grieving ex-brother-in-law, Jeremy Harding.
Six months had not allowed for much change, I noticed as I surveyed her from the anonymity of the crowd. Same brassy hair, same penchant for tight clothing and teeter-totter heels, same hard eyes.
“Ladies. And. Gentlemen.” Her voice rang out over the crowd. “Welcome, one and all, to the opening day of the Stony Mill Farmers Market and Craft Extravaganza! We, the members of the Stony Mill Planning Committee, want to thank you for your support of this vital part of our town’s continued economic growth and vigor. We are extraordinarily proud of the improvements we have been able to make in the last few years, and with your ongoing support we will continue to do just that. And now…without further ado”—an important shuffle of the papers—“let’s move on to the moment we’ve all been waiting for. Committee members, come forward, please.”
Several Stony Mill notables emerged from the crowd to join her. The hush of anticipation became a ribbon of energy that snaked from person to person, circling the pavilion. I felt it first as a flicker in my solar plexus that made me expand my lungs to take in more air, the very fiber of which felt distinctly alive. It was always like this when people joined together. Good vibes, bad vibes, neutral vibes, but always something.
Beside me, Liss smiled blandly, seemingly untouched by the exchange of personal energies. I did my best to emulate her calm.
“Come on down, committee members, don’t be shy,” Jetta teased, beckoning with her free hand. To the crowd at large she said, “These people have put in untold hours, and I think they deserve a round of applause from us all, don’t you?” The crowd obliged her politely. “Bill Childers, Catherine Neely, Bob Dixon, Olivia Manning, and our selfless leader, Jeremy Harding. We thank you all for your dedication to the success of this year’s festivities.”
Jeremy Harding? Liss’s self-serving brother-in-law a selfless volunteer?
Behind Jetta, the curtains trembled once, twice, then fell in a puddle to the weathered floorboards. Delighted titters of excitement rose from the crowd. Auction junkies eager to strike.
While everyone else leaned forward as one to get a better look at the goods, I scanned the committee faces I’d thus far ignored. Sure enough, there Jeremy was on the end, all well-tailored suit and pretty-boy hair, the only man in town who went in regularly for a manicure. But as for the selfless part, I didn’t believe it for a minute. He wasn’t the altruistic type. And for that matter, neither was Jetta. Which raised the question of why they were both serving on the SMPC.
Hmm.
But there was no time for speculation. Jetta was busy introducing the crafters and artisans who had created the show’s auction prizes. With all the glib savoir faire of a game show model, she made a flourish at each prize, describing it in enthusiastic detail and giving a short introduction of the artist. I couldn’t help beaming like a proud mom when Jetta presented Eli’s work to the crowd.
“And isn’t this armoire just gorgeous?” she enthused. Amazingly, most of the audience seemed to be hanging on her every word. “The quality in this piece is unparalleled, I’m telling you. You simply don’t get solid wood like this nowadays at just any old furniture store. You’re lucky if you get a thin veneer of real wood pasted over a piece of particle board, even though you’re paying the same for the pleasure. This, ladies and gentlemen, is one hundred percent solid oak, from stem to stern. And this hand carving and painting is truly unique, all by the artist, Eli Yoder—”
“Excuse me, ma’am.”
Jetta paused in mid-rave. “Did somebody—?” She held up her hand as a staying measure. “I’m sorry, there will be a question-and-answer session at the end of the reveal.”
“Ma’am, it is not a question.” Like everyone around me, I searched until I located the source of the voice as Eli came into view. When had Eli joined the crowd? Flushing from the sudden attention, he removed his hat and stood turning the brim round and round in his hands. “What you said just now is not the case. The carving, the painting…it is not mine.”
Momentarily flustered, Jetta frowned. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”
“I am Eli Yoder, ma’am, but I did not do the carving. I built the cabinet, but the carving, the painting, it was not done by my hands. It was Lucas Metzger that did the artistry. Luc, you out there?” Eli held a hand up to shade his eyes and squinted into the crowd.
The curious crowd moved as one to follow his lead. I found myself turning with them to look for the Amish man I’d seen earlier only from behind.
“Ja, there he is. Knew I’d find you here. Luc, raise up your hand.”
There he was. Leaning up against a post like an…Amish James Dean.
Good golly, Miss Molly. Handsomer than a man sporting a jawline-only beard had any right to be, he was broad in the shoulder, narrow at the hip, and fully hubba-hubba. Funny, I’d never seen an Amish man who made me take a second look—I’d never been able to get past the trappings. Shame on me. Was this what I’d been missing? I blinked, certain I was just imagining things, but the angelic vision remained, all golden hair, twinkling eyes, and ruddy, sensual lips.
A man of few words, Luc Metzger gave the crowd a stoic nod, then lowered his hat over his brow and crossed his arms again. Knotted muscles bulged beneath the rolled-up sleeves of his collar-free shirt.
“Lord Jesus,” came a hushed female voice from somewhere behind us.
The rest of the predominantly female crowd simply hummed with approval.
This man made suspenders and utilitarian garb look good. And I wasn’t the only female to notice. If one more woman in the crowd sucked in her stomach, I was afraid the entire area might implode.
Even Jetta straightened her shoulders as, with a practiced eye, she measured the length and breadth of him.
“Well, then,” she said at last. “Stony Mill, I give you the exquisitely talented team of Yoder and Metzger, whose beautifully crafted cabinet has been selected to receive our Opening Day Award of Excellence.” She paused a moment to allow for applause. Liss and I clapped loudest of all, which brought a flush of embarrassment to Eli’s weathered cheeks. “I encourage all interested parties to dig deep into their wallets. This year all profits will go to the newly formed Isabella Harding Foundation. As you might recall, Mrs. Harding’s life was sadly cut short last autumn, and her family has donated generously to be sure that the causes near and dear to the late Mrs. Harding’s heart do not suffer from her loss.”
I glanced surreptitiously over at Liss, wondering what was going through her mind. Did it bother her to hear Jetta pseudoeulogize her sister, even in such a perfunctory manner? If it did, she wasn’t showing it. Typical British stiff-upper-lip reserve.
“Finally, the committee would like to thank all participants in this year’s competition,” Jetta droned on. “Without you, none of this would be possible. And now, I’ll let you all browse this year’s selections until we’re ready to start the bidding.”
Liss immediately headed toward the podium to get a better look at the goodies being offered. Being rather short of cash, I remained behind, choosing instead to take part in one of my favorite pastimes: people watching.
Liss would have me believe that it was all part and parcel of being an intuitive/sensitive in general, and an empath in particular. Whatever the reason, it was an indulgence I catered to regularly. For instance, the pair of older ladies sporting head-to-toe pastel outfits and practical shoes. The one in pink was an Enchantments regular and a member of my mother’s favorite church group, St. Catherine’s Ladies Auxiliary—perhaps I’d say hello. I wandered closer under the guise of buying a raspberry lemonade from the nearest stand. As I did so, a scrap of their conversation floated over to me.
“Never quite seen anything like that cabinet,” the woman in periwinkle was saying.
“Never mind the cabinet,” Pink Lady, a.k.a. Mrs. Mansfield, murmured. “Did you get a load of that Luc character?”
“I did. That’s a good-looking young man. Too bad he’s Amish.”
“I know. No fraternizing with the regulars. A shame, I say. It’s been an awful long time since I’ve done a little fraternizing myself, if you get my meaning.”
“Grace!” Periwinkle hissed. “You could be his mother! And almost his grandmother.”
“Doesn’t mean I’m too old to appreciate the form of a fine man. Besides, I don’t consider myself old. I’m just experienced. Big difference. And some men like a little experience on their women, you know. That’s what I need to find me. A man of discerning tastes.”
“A man too vain to wear his glasses might work.”
“Hmmph. I think you could use a little fraternizing, Frannie. You’re getting a little pinched in the kisser.”
On second thought, I mused, hiding a grin behind a giant lemonade, maybe I’d say hello later.
Liss was running her fingertips over the cabinet’s joints and hinges, so I moseyed over to see what other things had been offered up for auction. There was a nice watercolor of the County Courthouse by Miranda Goldson; a wrought iron arbor from Owen Thorsley, blacksmith to the Amish community and iron artisan in disguise; a garden bench made by one of the Gordon sisters, Janet or Ruth, with their trademark trompe l’oeil treatment; a huge grapevine wreath with autumn leaves; blown glass and charm jewelry in all sorts of lovely colors by someone who operated under a business name of Phantom Dreamer (I made a mental note to show these to Liss—at last, something with Enchantments potential!); a gargantuan birdhouse built to look like an old-time prairie church complete with steeple and stained glass window; and so much more.
My browsing for the moment complete, I was about to beat a retreat to less crowded confines when I felt a hand on my shoulder.
“Got spooks?”
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