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Needled

Feeling the room begin to spin, Tori closed her eyes tightly.

“Why would the investigator be asking questions about me?”

“You’re new in town.”

“So?”

“This is the first murder Sweet Briar’s ever had.”

Tori swallowed back the bile that threatened to gag her where she sat.

“And therefore I must be a murderer? Is that what he thinks?” She knew her voice sounded shrill, near hysterical even, but she couldn’t stop. This had to be some sort of joke, didn’t it?

“That’s what a lot of people are going to think, Victoria.”

Swiveling back toward the window, Tori stared out at the pockets of people standing around—virtually everyone either pointing or staring at her. They weren’t curious about the new librarian. They didn’t care about the changes she would bring to the library. And they couldn’t care less whether she was from Chicago or Beijing. They were there for one reason and one reason only. To catch a glimpse of Tiffany Ann’s murderer.

“But you don’t think that . . . right, Leona?”

An awkward silence filled her ear as she waited, desperately, for the answer she needed to hear.
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She wasn’t entirely sure whether it was the pull of the mahogany sewing box in the window or a much-needed respite from the endless barrage of curious glances, but either way, Elkin Antiques and Collectibles seemed as good a place as any for a momentary escape.

Switching the paper sack of lightbulbs to her left hand, Tori Sinclair pushed the glass door open, her presence greeted by a wall-mounted bell and a cocked eyebrow from the sixty-something woman behind the counter.

“Yessss?”

“Oh, I’m sorry are-are you not open?” Tori glanced back at the door, the inward facing Closed sign in direct conflict with the irritation hovering above the clerk’s shoulders like vapors off scorching hot pavement.

“Of course, I’m open.” The woman stood statue-still as her gaze played across Tori’s pale yellow sundress and white strappy sandals, lingered on her light brown shoulder-length hair and heart-shaped face. “Can I help you with something?”

“I—uh, wanted to take a closer look at the sewing box in your window.” She pointed at the simple rectangular container that had piqued her curiosity from the sidewalk. “If I’m not mistaken, it’s from the late 1800s, isn’t it?”

The woman’s mouth gaped open a hairbreadth. “Why yes, it is.”

Tori closed the distance between the entryway and the display in a few small strides, looking over her shoulder as she stopped beside the box. “It was built by a company in Kansas that specialized in furniture but occasionally dabbled in keepsake pieces, yes?”

The woman nodded, the gap between her lips ever widening.

“I thought so.” Tori ran a gentle finger across the backside of the box before coming to rest on the carved scene that adorned its lid. “My great-grandmother had one just like this. It used to sit on a hope chest in her bedroom, and it was where she kept her favorite needles and buttons and ribbons. She’d gotten it as a gift from her parents.”

Slowly, gently, she traced the outline of the horse and buggy. “Only her box had a snowflake carved onto the lid.” She closed her eyes, focused on the feel of the design. “It’s funny, but I can still remember how her box felt under my fingertips.”

“What happened to it?”

Tori turned to face the woman who’d left her countertop fortress in favor of blatant curiosity. “It was lost in a fire shortly after she passed away.”

A soft clucking sound broke through the white noise of memories in Tori’s mind, forcing her back to the here and now—and the unmistakable compassion that had chased aloofness from the shopkeeper’s eyes.

“Oh, dear, I’m so sorry.”

Tori shrugged softly. “It’s okay. Seeing this one is kind of nice, even a little comforting.”

“I’m glad.” The woman reached out, tentatively squeezed  Tori’s forearm with a finely wrinkled hand. “Memories are a wonderful way to link us with the past.”

“I agree.” Pulling her hand from the top of the wooden box, she extended it toward the woman. “I’m Tori Sinclair and I—”

“Tor—you mean, Victoria Sinclair? The new librarian?”

Startled, Tori nodded.

“Hmmmm. You’ve certainly been the talk of Sweet Briar these past few days.” The woman stepped backward as her words slipped away in favor of a second, and more thorough, inspection of her lone customer.

Tori shifted from foot to foot in response, the fingers of her left hand inching the top of the paper sack more tightly into her grasp. “Then I guess that would explain the looks I’ve been getting all afternoon.”

“People around here aren’t used to seeing new faces, Victoria.”

That made sense in a small town like Sweet Briar, yet some of the looks she’d been getting were—

“It’s been good talk, right?”

“Mostly. But that’s neither here nor there, my dear.” The woman waved her hand in the air then brought it daintily to her chest. “I’m Leona. Leona Elkin.”

“Mostly? Is there a problem, Ms. Elkin?” she asked quickly.

“Leona, please.” The woman brushed her hands down the side of her long, flowered skirt, stopping every few inches to swipe at a nonexistent speck. “A problem with what?”

“Me.”

Leona’s hand moved from her skirt to her hair, smoothing back a few errant strands of salon-softened gray as she trained her eyes on Tori’s. “You?”

“You said, just now, that talk regarding my arrival has been good—mostly.”

Leona tipped her glasses downward and gazed at Tori over the upper rim, her brown eyes warm. “Don’t you worry about a thing. Sour grapes are sour grapes; they’re not worth fretting over.”

“Sour grapes? I don’t understand.”

After several long moments, Leona turned on her sensible off-white pumps and gestured for Tori to follow. “Your position at the library . . . it wasn’t vacant, my dear.”

“I-I don’t understand.” She knew she sounded like a broken record but she couldn’t help herself. If she’d done something wrong, she needed to know.

Reclaiming her spot behind the counter, Leona offered a soft shrug. “You’re replacing Dixie Dunn, a woman who’s been Sweet Briar’s one and only librarian for more years than you’ve been alive. Retirement wasn’t her idea.”

Uh-oh.

Tori gulped. “You mean this woman . . . this Dixie Dunn . . . was fired because of me?”

“Yes—I mean, no.” Leona pulled two oak chairs from behind the counter and slowly lowered herself onto one, her head bobbing at Tori to take the other. “To listen to Dixie tell it, she was fired because of you. But in reality it was time for her to go. She did things the way she’d been doing them for years. She balked at new programming, pooh-poohed any fresh ideas. The board wanted to bring in new blood. It just so happened to be yours.”

“I didn’t realize.” Tori gave in to the lure of the chair, setting the bag of lightbulbs at her feet as her left temple began to throb. “I certainly wouldn’t want someone to lose their job for me.”

“She was granted—or, maybe I should say—given retirement. If it wasn’t you, Victoria, they would have replaced her with someone. Unfortunately, they chose someone who isn’t”—Leona bent her knees to the side and clasped her hands in her lap, reminding Tori of an  elegant tea party minus the cups, saucers, and table—“southern.”

“I was born in the south,” Tori offered. “Tampa, to be exact.”

Leona peered at her over the top of her glasses. “Florida is not considered part of the south, dear.”

“It’s not?”

“Florida is a melting pot. The south is not. You’re either a southern belle or you’re not.”

“And my not being a true southern belle is a problem?”

Leona pursed her lips together in contemplation before answering. “It can be. But let’s get back to that later. Right now I want to know more about you. Other than the part about being born in Tampa, bless your heart.”

Forcing her thoughts from a wounded Dixie Dunn and her own southern inadequacies, Tori smoothed her dress and relaxed her shoulders. “We lived all over when I was growing up—mostly the Midwest. I went to college in Chicago, falling in love with both the city and a particular someone during my years there.”

The woman clapped her hands gently. “Oooohhh. A romance in the big city. How enchanting.”

“It was . . . for a few years.” Tori looked around the walls of the shop, desperate for anything that could change the course of the conversation. While she considered herself a fairly open book most of the time, her disastrous relationship with Jeff was still too raw, too painful. “That mirror right there”—she pointed to an oval piece of glass encased in elegant silver latticework—“is beautiful. How much is it?”

The shopkeeper’s gaze traveled from Tori’s face to the wall beside the counter. “I love that piece, too. But if I kept everything I love, I’d have no store and no home in which to put it.”

Mission accompl—

Leona trained her focus back on Tori, her smile disarming. “But I’d rather hear about the romance that soured.”

Or maybe not.

Defeated, Tori considered simply sharing the whole story. Right down to the humiliation she’d endured when Jeff had been caught with his pants down—quite literally—in the coat closet of the hall where their engagement party was being held. But she opted to keep that information to herself. Realizing the love of one’s life was a philanderer was hard enough; admitting it to others was something entirely different. Instead, she gave an abbreviated version that she hoped would satisfy without seeming too evasive.

“I was engaged to a man whom I loved very much.” Tori glanced down at her entwined hands then back up at Leona Elkin. “Only I found out he wasn’t who I thought he was.”

“Tomcatting was he?”

That’s one word for it.

She simply nodded, pulling her hands from the safety of one another to push a strand of hair from her face. “I couldn’t stay in Chicago anymore. I’d spent years picturing my life there in a certain way. And after he”—her voice dipped momentarily as she struggled to cap her words in a suitable way—“showed his true colors, I knew reality was never going to match the fantasy I’d envisioned.”

They sat in silence for a few long moments, each woman deep in thoughts the other could imagine but never know. Finally, Leona reached out and patted Tori’s knee. “You made a good decision. Change is not nearly as bad as lingering in water that’s become stagnant and cloudy.”

She liked that description, hoped the older woman was right. But either way, remaining in Chicago was simply not an option. Not if she wanted to reclaim her life.

“I never married,” Leona said as her eyes traveled to a distant place Tori suspected reached far beyond the walls of Elkin Antiques and Collectibles. The kind of place she, herself, had traveled to many times over the past few months.

“My twin sister, Margaret Louise, was always trying to get me to settle down. To stop traveling the world and have a family like she did,” continued Leona in a quiet voice. “But what she never understood—until recently—is that I didn’t share that same dream. I liked being on my own . . . learning . . . exploring . . . growing. I liked knowing that if I was going to be let down in some way, it would be by my own doing and no one else’s.”

It was Leona’s last sentence that made Tori sit up taller. The woman was right—absolutely right. If Tori’s dreams were going to come to an end, she’d rather it be of her own doing.

“I think that’s why I jumped at this job. Sure, I wanted to put as much distance between myself and Jeff as possible . . . but, just as much, I want to reclaim the path I’ve always envisioned for my life.” Tori stood and walked around the counter, her words growing in strength and animation. “Running my own library—it’s been a dream since I was a little girl. I have so many ideas, so many plans.”

“Be careful, dear, you’re in a small town now. A small  southern town, to be exact.”

Leona’s caution halted Tori’s starry-eyed woolgather ing in its tracks. Tori retraced her steps, stopping short of the chair she’d occupied just seconds earlier. “I don’t understand.”

The woman gestured toward the front windows of her shop. “Sweet Briar is a small town, Victoria. Virtually everyone in this town has lived here their whole life. And it’s those kinds of people—as wonderful as they are—who find comfort in stagnant waters. They like their food  a certain way. They raise their children the way they were raised. They go by their given name, not a cutesy shortened version. They”—she coughed quickly, then let her eyes dip to the camisole-like top of Tori’s sundress—“dress a certain way.”

“Is there something wrong with my dress?” Tori asked, perplexed.

“A hint of bosom is all right, dear, but not before dark.”

Hint of bosom? What bosom?

Leona continued on, never missing a beat. “They judge people based on breeding and manners, not fancy degrees and one’s status as a world traveler. In fact, life begins and ends in Sweet Briar, dear—what happens anywhere else is irrelevant.”

Nibbling her lower lip inward, Tori pondered Leona’s words. “But the library board wanted change, right?”

“Yes. But I’d suggest leaving some things as is—for familiarity’s sake. At least for a while. Until the town of Sweet Briar gets to know you better.”

The suggestion seemed fair enough.

“Thank you, Leona. I appreciate the advice more than you can know.”

The woman’s slow smile lit her face from within. “I know how exciting and scary it can be to start over somewhere new. I’ve only been here a few years myself.”

Tori sank back into her chair. “You? I just assumed, with the shop and everything, that you were a native of Sweet Briar.”

“No. Margaret Louise and her husband settled here over forty years ago. And while she wasn’t successful in convincing me to settle down and marry in my youth, she  was able to talk me into retiring here so we could be closer to each other.”

“So you understand then, about being an outsider, don’t you?” Tori prompted, confused more than ever by the woman’s initial coolness.

“In a way. But having Margaret Louise and all of her children and grandchildren here gave me a different status from the beginning. It gave me a leg up, so to speak.”

A leg up?

“I can count on one hand the number of people who have moved into this town since I arrived five years ago,” Leona continued. “Callie Waters, Robert Dallas, Thomas Hayes, Beatrice Tharrington, and Lester Norton. And every single one of us had a Sweet Briar connection already in place.”

“Connection?”

“I had my sister. . . . Callie was born here and determined to die here. . . . Robert has Alzheimer’s and came to live with his son, the police chief. . . . Thomas married our mayor. . . . Beatrice is the Johnsons’ nanny. . . . and Lester is Dixie’s son.”

Ahhhh. Those kinds of connections. The kind Tori simply didn’t have.

She felt her shoulders slump, knew her smile followed. Starting over didn’t sound so easy anymore.

“But you’ll find your place, I just know it.” Leona tugged Tori’s hands from her lap and held them gently in her own. “You have a happiness about you that will win everyone over. You just wait and see.”

“Even without a twin sister or an important parent or spouse to pave the way?” She heard the momentary uncertainty in her own voice.

“Even without them.”

“Even with the fact that my position at the library belonged to a woman who’d been there since it opened?”

Leona released Tori’s left hand long enough to wave her own in the air. “Sweet Briar may be a small, close-knit town, but Dixie’s ways are well documented. Just be yourself, make your changes at the library—slowly—and you’ll be just fine.”

The woman’s words lingered in her thoughts, chasing  any uncertainty away. Leona was right. Tori had won people over all her life by simply being kind and helpful. There was no reason to think the residents of this small southern town would be any different. She was here to bring life to a library that had been operating in a decades-old rut. She wasn’t here to bring harm to life in Sweet Briar.

“Now, in answer to your earlier question, consider it a gift.”

Tori’s gaze followed the path Leona’s had taken, coming to rest on the mirror she’d admired while searching for a distraction to a conversation that had been nothing short of special. “I don’t underst—”

Rising to her feet, Leona closed the gap between her chair and the wall in six quick steps. “I want you to have this mirror. Consider it a housewarming gift from someone who understands the need for change.”

“I can’t accept that.” Tori stood, blinking furiously against the hint of moisture behind her eyes.

“You can, and you will. I insist.” The woman reached up, yanking the mirror from the wall and carrying it to the counter. “And if there’s one thing you don’t do in Sweet Briar, it’s argue with your elders.”

“Leona, thank you. So much. For this”—she ran her hand along the silver latticework trim that surrounded the mirror—“and for making me feel welcome. I guess I needed it more than I realized.”

“Well, I know I didn’t do a very good job of making you feel welcome when you first walked in, and I apologize for that. You’d think with as much traveling as I’ve done in my life I’d be more open to strangers. But I guess five years of small-town living has rubbed off on me.” Leona wrapped the mirror carefully in bubble wrap and then handed it to Tori. “Now, whenever you’re feeling a little low or out of place, look at yourself in this and remember who you are.”

“I will.” With the mirror tucked under her right arm, and the sack of lightbulbs back in her left hand, Tori made her way toward the shop’s front door, the mahogany sewing box claiming her attention once again. “Do you sew, Leona?”

The shop owner stopped dead in her tracks, a quick laugh escaping her lips. “Not if I can help it.”

“Oh.” Tori’s gaze swung back to the box, the tug at her heartstrings overpowering. Maybe she didn’t have a living, breathing connection to Sweet Briar, but Sweet Briar certainly held a poignant one for her. “I’ll be back for that box once I get my first paycheck.”

“I look forward to it, dear.” Leona stepped around her and opened the door. “Now don’t you pay any more mind to looks you get from people in this town. Let them gossip all they want—it gives a purpose besides quaintness to all those picket fences everywhere. Besides, it’s not like you’ve killed anyone—the talk will die out.”




Chapter 2
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Startled, Tori looked up from the satin-corded pillow she was working on and glanced at the clock propped against the wall, the postdinner hour and the fact that she didn’t know anyone making the knock at her door more than a little unexpected.

Back in Chicago, she’d loved when friends had stopped by her apartment unannounced. She’d throw open the door and share the contents of her refrigerator without a second thought to the hour. But that was before the breakup. After it, she’d learned to ignore knocks until they finally stopped, leaving her to the solo pity-party she’d grown to prefer.

But not anymore. Sweet Briar was her fresh start—even if she had to take it slow.

Removing the pin from between her clamped lips, Tori rose from the small wicker stool in the tiny alcove off her living room and covered the distance to the front door in mere seconds. The gathering dusk outside made it difficult to see much through the sidelight window that ran down  the right side of the door, but she could tell her visitor was a woman thanks to the straw hat she wore.

Leona?

The thought was no sooner in her mind than it was out. Leona might have been the only person Tori had met so far, but she hadn’t told the woman where she lived. Not that she remembered, anyway. Then again, as Leona had pointed out many times that morning, Sweet Briar was a small town. Surely everyone knew which cottage the new librarian had purchased. . . .

She unlocked the door and pulled, her gaze coming to rest on the tall, dark-haired woman standing on her front step with a covered plate in her hand.

“Victoria?”

“Yes?” She extended her hand in response to the woman’s, felt it disappear inside the strong, capable grasp.

“I’m Georgina Hayes from a few blocks over and I wanted to stop by and welcome you to Sweet Briar.” The woman pointed at the light fixture to the left of where she stood. “You really ought to get a bulb in there soon. It’s not safe for you or your guests to have a porch light that doesn’t work.”

Confused, Tori popped her head out the door and stared at the bulbless light she’d replaced not two hours earlier. “I don’t know what happened, I put one in this after—”

“Let’s not worry about that now.” Georgina Hayes’s eyes left Tori’s face long enough to shoot a precursory glance around the partially unpacked interior before returning to their starting spot and crinkling at the edges. “I’m here to welcome you, not lecture you. So let me start over. Welcome to Sweet Briar—we’re tickled you’re here.”

“I’m glad to be here.” She stepped backward and gestured the woman inside, her thoughts vacillating between the unexpected gesture and the missing lightbulb. “Please  excuse the mess. I spent most of the morning unpacking boxes until I needed a break. I escaped down to the town square for a few hours and then simply couldn’t find the energy to continue where I’d left off.”

Georgina Hayes handed the plate to Tori and pulled off her hat, her demeanor not the slightest bit ruffled by the flattened hair underneath. “That’s what tomorrows are for, Victoria.”

“Tori, please.”

“Excuse me?” Georgina furrowed her brows, a glimpse of something resembling distaste hovering in her eyes.

“I prefer to go by Tori.”

“You might want to change your mind on that.” Stepping farther into the tiny cottage, the woman stopped and looked around, her gaze missing nothing as she commented on her surroundings. “You know, when Douglas Harrison built these cottages, I just knew they’d be darling inside with the right touch. You’ve barely unpacked a third of your boxes and I can already tell it will be absolutely delightful once it’s all gussied up.”

“Thank you.” Tori glanced at the foil-covered plate in her hand and felt her stomach respond. Chocolate was near.

“Open it up. Let’s have some.” Georgina waved her hand at the plate then crossed the living room to the bold plaid chair Tori had picked up at a thrift store on her way into Sweet Briar the day before. Ordinarily, green and blue with a touch of red didn’t catch her eye, but together they’d conjured up a bit of the Scottish heritage she’d been given by her dad’s side of the family. And like the sewing box in Leona’s window, it had appealed to her need for a little nostalgic familiarity.

Tori forced her focus back to the treat in her hands, embarrassment washing over her as she mentally reviewed the contents of her unpacked kitchen. “I just realized I haven’t gotten to the dishes yet.”

The woman plopped into the chair and shrugged. “Who needs plates. We both have hands, right? Besides, brownies were never made for plates.”

Brownies?!?

“Come, sit. Let’s get acquainted.”

“Okay.” Tori crossed the room and perched on the edge of the love seat she’d brought from her apartment in Chicago. Slowly, she peeled the cover from the top of the plate, careful not to get any stray crumbs on the cushions.

Brownies, indeed.

Tori’s stomach grumbled. Georgina laughed.

“My stomach would be doing the exact same thing right about now if I had been able to fit the last brownie from the pan onto that plate.” The woman’s green eyes sparkled as she patted the slight bulge beneath her mint green summer shirt. “But I wasn’t.”

Tori laughed. Maybe Leona was both right and wrong. Right that people would grow to accept her—wrong on how long it would take. Helping herself to a brownie, she set the plate down on the small end table that separated the angled love seat and chair. “I probably wouldn’t be so hungry if I hadn’t pinned my way through dinner.”

The woman looked a question at her.

“I’m sorry. I tend to think everyone is a sewer.” Tori took a bite of brownie, savoring its rich, chocolaty taste. “I thrive on multitasking. Today it was unpacking, exploring, and working on a pillow for that chair.” She pointed at the chair where Georgina was seated.

“You sew?”

Tori nodded as she took another bite, fighting the urge to let her eyes roll back in her head. She hadn’t realized just how hungry she was.

“Can I see what you’re working on?” Georgina’s head popped upward like a periscope as she canvassed their surroundings.

“I haven’t gotten far. I stayed up last night cutting the  bias strips and pinning them together. I managed to stitch the cording to the strips before my eyes started crossing from lack of sleep.” Tori stood and walked into the alcove that would soon be her first-ever sewing room. Lifting the dark green satin pillow into her arms, she returned to her spot on the love seat and held her work out to her guest. “I wanted to soften the chair somewhat and felt an accessory pillow would do the trick.”

Georgina took the pillow from Tori’s hands and turned it over in her own. “Oh Victoria, your work is beautiful. How long have you been sewing?”

“Since I was six. My great-grandmother taught me.”

With her bottom lip jutted outward, the woman nodded, her attention still focused on the pillow. “I like the twist you’re adding to the corded trim—that’s going to take some time to get just right.”

Tori shrugged softly. “I know, but it’ll be worth it.” She leaned over and touched her hand to the top half of the pillow. “When I’m done with the blue trim, I’m going to add a matching ribbon in a V pattern right here . . . with a red tassel that hangs down from the point of the V.”

She was just about to retrieve the embroidered ribbon she’d found for the middle of the tassel when she realized Georgina was studying her intently. Suddenly uncomfortable, Tori opted to remain on the love seat instead.

“I’m sorry. I guess I got off on a tangent just then. I’ve always been a little bit of a sewing nut.”

“Then you’re a nut among many here in Sweet Briar. In fact, if you’d be interested, perhaps you’d like to come to our sewing circle tomorrow night?” The woman looked down at the pillow in her lap once again, her hands running slowly across the satiny fabric. “It’s a rather exclusive group—all members must be descendants of the original founders of the Sweet Briar Ladies Society or unanimously voted in by the group.”

“Well, then I couldn’t possib—”

“In order to get voted in, they must first have a chance to meet you.” Georgina handed Tori’s work back, then placed her hands on the thighs of her off-white cotton slacks. “And you’ll attend as my guest.”

“I’m not sure I—”

“Nonsense. You’ll come. It’s the least I can do for our town’s new librarian.” She pointed at the plate of brownies. “Those were part of my unofficial visit. The invite to the sewing circle can be part of my official visit if that would make you more comfortable.”

“Official visit?” Tori asked in confusion.

“Yes. In addition to being part of my very own unofficial little welcoming committee, I’m also the mayor of Sweet Briar.”

Ohhhh.

“I don’t really look the part right now, do I?” Georgina looked down at her shirt and brushed at a piece of the brownie she’d conceded to eating. “But after raising four children and losing my first husband to cancer, I had much too much time on my hands. Sewing and visiting with friends can only fill so much of my day. So I ran for mayor.”

“Wow. That’s quite an undertaking.” Tori shifted in her seat in order to avoid the temptation of a second treat.

“It really wasn’t that much of a stretch for me. In fact, leading this town is more or less in my blood. My father and his father before him—and his before him—had been mayor of Sweet Briar at one time, too.” Georgina looked around the room again, her eyes roaming across the pictures Tori had propped against walls in preparation for their eventual hanging. “Of course I didn’t expect to marry again, but love can find you in the strangest of places.”

Let’s hope not.

“I met Thomas a year ago and we were married six months later. He’s charming and funny and wonderful.  But he travels so much with his business that I need my work with the town to keep me from getting too lonely.” Tori watched as Georgina’s gaze fell on the clock along the eastern wall, her mouth slacking open momentarily only to recover in quick and apologetic fashion. “Oh I had no idea it had gotten so late. I hadn’t intended to take up so much of your evening.”

“No, please. I’ve enjoyed it.” And Tori meant it. So far the women of Sweet Briar were nothing short of wonderful.

“Aren’t you sweet for saying so.” Georgina rose to her feet, plucking her hat from the coatrack along the wall where the entryway met the living room. “Tomorrow night’s meeting is at Debbie Calhoun’s home. Fifteen Tulip Lane. Debbie has a few extra sewing machines for those who need them, but if you have a portable one that’s best. Less time wasted waiting for a machine. Oh, and everyone brings a treat to share—something homemade, never store-bought. And we start at seven—sharp.”

Tori smiled. She’d always wanted to be part of a sewing circle, but had set the idea aside in favor of spending every spare moment with Jeff. Attending tomorrow night’s meeting would be one more way she’d be reclaiming her own dreams and making Sweet Briar her new home.

“I’ll be there.”

“Perfect.” Georgina Hayes pulled the door open and stepped onto the porch, turning to look at Tori one last time as she pointed upward and to the left. “Now don’t forget, Victoria—we like our homes to be lit at night. It reinforces our desire for Sweet Briar to be seen as a safe  place to live.”
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