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Everyone’s a suspect

Tori was standing behind her desk, looking out over the town square, when he showed up, the squeak of his shoes and the pace of his gait solidifying what she knew to be true—the police car parked in front of the library was not a coincidence.

Not by a long shot.

Word had gotten out about the party moms and their feelings toward the victim. Of that she was sure. But it was the who behind the crime she couldn’t figure out, particularly in light of the fact that each and every person at Sally’s party had uttered a derogatory word under their breath where Ashley Lawson was concerned.

Including her.
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For my friends, Lynn Cahoon and Joe Richardson.

 

There’s no one I’d rather stash a body with than the two of you.
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Tori Sinclair held up the next picture in the pile and looked around at the fourteen kindergarteners sitting cross-legged on the braided rug. “Who drew this face?”

A hand shot into the air. “Me!”

“Okay”—she dropped her gaze to the nametag slung around the child’s neck—“Bobby. Can you tell us what this face is feeling?”

“He’s mad as a bear with a sore backside.” The redhead rose onto his knees, swiping the back of his hand across his nose as he did.

“Mad as a bear with a sore backside?” she repeated.

Bobby nodded. “Uh-huh. Means he’s real mad. ’Cept when my daddy talks ’bout the bear, he doesn’t say backside , he says butt.”

“Ah, I see.” She pointed at the picture, mentally filing away yet another southern expression to add to her evergrowing list—a list that had started the day she moved to Sweet Briar, South Carolina, and that still showed  absolutely no sign of completion more than a year later. “Can you tell us how you chose to show his anger?”

The little boy jumped to his feet and came to stand beside her, his moment in the spotlight no doubt responsible for the face-splitting smile that boasted two missing front teeth. “I made his mouth go down right here like this.” He poked at the face on his drawing then lifted his finger up to the curlicues shooting out from the sides of the perfectly round head. “And see this part? That’s the smoke comin’ out of his ears.”

“Wow! He is madder than a bear, ain’t he?” Sally Davis sat up straight in her spot near the center of the circle, her large brown eyes round as saucers. “My mee-maw says Jake Junior”—the child paused and looked around at her classmates—“that’s my big brother in case you didn’t know that, gets smoke out his ears when he’s mad, too. ’Cept I ain’t seen it yet.”

“Keep lookin’, Sally. If it’s there, you’ll see it.” Bobby turned back to Tori and flashed yet another smile. “I did good, didn’t I, Miss Sinclair?”

“You did a very nice job, Bobby, thank you.” Shifting his picture to the bottom of the pile, she looked back at the rest of the class, her voice a poor disguise for the laugh that was becoming harder and harder to stifle. “And who drew this one?”

Jackson Calhoun skipped back into the room from his bathroom trip, his dark brown hair curling at the ends in an exact replica of his father. “Ooooh, that’s my picture, Miss Sinclair!”

She waved him over. “Would you like to tell us what your face is feeling, Jackson?”

“Sure I—” He stopped midway across the room and stared at his drawing, the corners of his mouth slipping downward.  “Could I change one—no, two things first? Please? Pretty, pretty please? I’ll do it mighty quick. I promise.”

Waving off his teacher’s hesitation, Tori nodded and handed the little boy a pencil. Two seconds later the picture was back in her hand, this time sporting a few lines on each side of the eyes and a long rectangle draped across the center of the mouth. “Those are interesting changes, Jackson. Would you like to tell us about it?”

Jackson nodded. “My face is worried.”

“Worried?”

Again, the child nodded. “My mamma says that’s what happens when grown-ups give small things big shadows.”

“That’s the same as being worried,” Bobby interjected.

Tori nibbled her lip. “Have you ever considered being an interpreter, Bobby?”

“What’s that?” Sally asked.

“That’s someone who translates words from one language to another,” explained Tori. “For example, if I spoke Spanish yet your class spoke only English, I would need an interpreter to explain what I’m saying so you could understand.”

“Nah, I wanna be a race-car driver.” Bobby grabbed his make-believe steering wheel and moved it back and forth, car noises emerging from between his lips. “And I’m gonna be so good I won’t never be worried like Jackson’s face.”

Jackson’s face.

She motioned toward Jackson’s picture with her head. “Okay . . . tell us.”

“Well, his eyebrows come down here and he’s got lines right here”—Jackson imitated the illustration with his own face—“and this right here? Why, that’s his finger pushed up against his mouth. Like he’s trying to figure something out to make it all better . . . but he can’t.”

“That’s very good, Jackson.”

“Mrs. Morgan helped me.”

“Hey! That’s not fair,” whined a blonde from the back of the group. “You said we had to draw these faces on our own.”

“Mrs. Morgan helped you?” she echoed as her gaze left Jackson and traveled around the children’s room of Sweet Briar Public Library. Not seeing her assistant, she looked back at the little boy. “When?”

“Just now . . . when I went to the potty.” Placing his hands on his hips, Jackson turned to face the little girl who’d questioned his integrity, his voice taking on an injured quality. “She didn’t tell me what to draw. She didn’t even talk to me.”

“Then how did she help you?”

He looked back at Tori, his eyes wide. “You said to close our eyes and try to think how someone looks when they’re happy or sad or worried . . .”

“Or mad, don’t forget mad,” Bobby reminded.

“Yep, mad, too. And well, I closed my eyes and I did what you said and that’s why the eyebrows are upside down like that.” Jackson pointed at the squiggly caterpillar-like marks on the top half of his drawing. “But when I went to the bathroom, Mrs. Morgan helped me think of the lines and the finger.”

The little girl in the back stamped her foot, dislodging a golden blonde tendril from her perfectly coiffed little head in the process. “No fair! I’m going to tell my mother!”

Jackson’s hands found his hips once again. “She didn’t tell me, Penelope. She showed me . . . like this.” Scrunching up his face, he stuck the index finger of his right hand in front of his mouth.

“Did you ask her to demonstrate?” Tori asked as she looked from Jackson to his teacher and back again, her  mind warring with itself over the urge to laugh at the child’s demonstration.

“No. She didn’t even see me. She was just standing there behind the desk like this.” Again he made his worried face and again she tried not to laugh, only this time she wasn’t any more successful than his teacher.

Forcing her attention onto the task at hand, she painstakingly went through the rest of the pile giving each kindergartener a chance to point out the expressions they opted to use to illustrate their chosen emotion. When they were done, she handed the pictures out to their rightful owners. “Bobby, how did you know what a mad face looked like?”

“I just do.” Bobby shrugged. “Everybody gets mad.”

She looked at Jackson. “And you knew how to draw worry because of Mrs. Morgan’s face?”

The little boy nodded.

Shaking off the questions that followed in her thoughts, Tori stood and gestured toward the various shelves in the center of the children’s room, her time with Mrs. Tierney’s class drawing to a close. “As you get older, some of the stories you read won’t have pictures. But that’s okay. Because if you use your imagination and your own personal experiences—as you just did with your drawings—you can still picture the characters and the places in your mind based on what’s being said in the story. And you want to know something?”

Fourteen heads nodded as fourteen sets of eyes fairly glued themselves to her face, waiting.

“Sometimes books are even more fun without pictures. Because then you can imagine a character the way you want to imagine them.”

“Wow!”

“That’s cool!”

“I still like pictures best.”

You win some, you lose some . . .

Mrs. Tierney clapped her hands softly, bringing instant calm to the room. “Class? What do we say to Miss Sinclair for spending time with us this morning?”

“Thank you, Miss Sinclair,” chorused fourteen voices as Sweet Briar Elementary School’s morning kindergarten class lined up at the door, the promise of snack time under the hundred-year-old moss trees more than enough to keep them quiet.

One by one the students filed out of the room like baby ducks waddling after their mamma. And, true to form, the last of the bunch strayed from the pack. “Miss Sinclair?”

She looked down, a smile tugging her lips upward at the sight of her friend’s son. “Yes, Jackson?”

“Will you make sure she’s okay?”

“Who?”

“Mrs. Morgan.”

Smoothing back a strand of soft brown hair from the little boy’s forehead, she nodded. “Of course I will. But I’m sure she’s okay. She was probably just trying to answer someone’s question. We get a lot of those at the library.”

Jackson shook his head, displacing the same strand of hair once again. “She was all by herself. There wasn’t anybody else in the li-berry ’cept Sally’s mom.”

Melissa.

She squatted down to the child’s eye level and gave him a quick hug. “I’ll check on her, okay? But I don’t want you to worry. I’m sure Mrs. Morgan is fine.”

For a moment he looked as if he was about to protest but, in the end, he was lured back to the line by the promise of a snack with his friends. “Mommy said she packed me a chocolate cupcake.”

Her stomach growled at the thought of Debbie’s chocolate cupcakes . . . and her black-and-white cookies . . . and her pies . . . and her—

Shaking off the mental inventory of her friend’s bakery, she tapped the tip of Jackson’s nose. “Then you better hurry along before I take a taste and end up eating the whole thing.”

“Okay.” He took three steps toward the door and then stopped once again. “But you’ll really check, right?”

“I’ll really check. Now run along before Mrs. Tierney gets worried.”

And with that Jackson was gone, his little white and blue sneakers smacking softly against the tiled floor that led from the children’s room to the main library, Tori’s own heels making a pitter-patter sound just a few steps behind. When he turned left toward the door, she continued on, her gaze riveted on her assistant’s face.

Her worried face.

Tori hurried across the room and over to the information desk, her eyes making a quick sweep of her surroundings. “Nina? Is everything okay?”

The woman shook her head, her finger pointing in the direction of a solitary figure hunched over a stack of books. “I tried to help but it was no use. She kept saying she had to come up with something special. Something better than last year’s.”

Tori bobbed her head to the left, the long dirty blonde ponytail registering in some dusty corner of her brain alongside Jackson’s sweet voice . . .

“She didn’t even seem to notice that Sally’s class just walked out the door,” Nina continued, her eyebrows furrowed. “And she’s not the kind of mamma that doesn’t notice her own babies.”

“I’ll take care of this, Nina. Why don’t you go ahead and take your lunch break.”

Nina pulled her attention from Melissa’s weary form and fixed it on Tori. “Are you sure, Miss Sinclair? Because I can wait if you need a moment to relax after the class visit.”

She touched her assistant’s shoulder with a reassuring hand. “I’m sure. The kids were great, they really were.”

“Okay. But if you need anything I’ll be right outside.” Reaching down, the woman pulled a brown paper sack from the bottom shelf of the information desk and held it into the air. “I’m hoping a little fresh air will help chase away this sluggish feeling I’ve been having lately. Though the thought of food doesn’t sound terribly appealing at the moment, either.”

“Are you feeling sick?”

Nina shrugged. “A little under the weather, maybe, but nothing to worry about.” Flashing the shy smile that was as much a part of her as the thick hair that hung to her shoulders, Nina made her way across the room and out the door, her lunch sack clutched tightly in her petite hands.

Turning back to the object of both Jackson’s and Nina’s worry, she made a beeline over to Melissa’s table. “Melissa? Is everything okay?”

Slowly, the thirty-something mother of seven lifted her head from the eight-book-high stack and shook her head. “I’m done.”

“Done?” Tori echoed as she plopped into a chair on the opposite side of the table, her eyes skimming the various titles in front of her friend.

Melissa gestured toward the books. “Sally’s birthday is next week and I can’t find a birthday that will impress without having to take out a double mortgage on the house.”

She stared at her friend. “I don’t understand. You threw  a great birthday for Lulu a few months ago. Why can’t you just do one like that again?”

Raking her hands across her makeup-free face, Melissa shook her head. “Because Lulu doesn’t have to invite Penelope Lawson. Sally does.”

“Penelope Lawson?”

Melissa nodded. “Penelope’s last party was a circus. Literally.”

“They hired a clown?”

“And a lion tamer . . . and a master of ceremonies . . . and someone to run the cotton candy stand . . . et cetera, et cetera. Of course there was also the mother elephant with her baby, the pair of snow-white horses, and a lion for the tamer to tame. Oh, and let’s not forget the firework display that evening. The kids all liked the ones that looked like smiley faces the best.”

Tori’s laugh died on her lips as Melissa stared back.

“You’re serious?”

“Completely.” Melissa sat back in her seat, her hands running down the spines of the books she’d considered and apparently discarded. “And the year before that? Her mother had a truckload of beach sand shipped in, along with an internationally known sand artist who shared some of his tips with the bucket and shovel crowd.”

“A sand artist?”

Again, Melissa nodded. “And the year before that? Well, that was the year the kids went through stations complete with a professional storyteller, the country’s top balloon artist, and none other than Barney the dinosaur. Flown in from Texas, no less.”

“Um . . . how?” It was all she could think to ask.

Pushing the rejected books to the side, Melissa shrugged. “I have no idea. But nothing is ever too good for Penelope.”

Tori racked her brain for a name to go with the face. “Is she the one with the heart-shaped face and blonde curls?”

“That’s the one. She always threatens to tell her mom if someone so much as looks at her crooked.”

“Okay, I know who she is. She accused Jackson of cheating today in story time. And, just as you said, she claimed she’d tell her mom.”

Melissa rolled her eyes. “That’s not a surprise. She’s not the kind of little girl most kids want to befriend. Not by choice, anyway.”

“So why do you have to invite this little girl?”

“Because Sally would be blackballed if we didn’t.”

Tori felt her mouth gape open. “Blackballed?”

“Blackballed,” Melissa repeated. “Not that she won’t be anyway if I have a party consisting of homemade birthday cake and pin the tail on the donkey.”

“But that’s what a kid’s party is supposed to be. That’s what you did for Lulu and her classmates loved it.”

“I repeat . . . Lulu doesn’t have to invite Penelope Lawson. Sally does. Which means I need to come up with something. Something creative and different that won’t result in Jake and me splitting the blanket over the expense.”

“Splitting the blanket?”

“Getting divorced.”

“Like that would happen.” She reached across the table and gave her friend’s hand a squeeze. “Jake adores you. You know that.”

“But to throw Sally the kind of party I need to throw is going to cost money. Money we don’t have.”

“What does Margaret Louise say?” she asked, surprised that Melissa’s mother-in-law hadn’t stepped in already. “She usually has great ideas.”

“Oh, she has a great one all right. Only strangling  Penelope’s mother and stuffing her in a closet isn’t the most viable option.” Melissa brought her hand to the base of her neck and widened her eyes in theatrical fashion. “ ‘My daughter’s dress touched what? Take it away . . . I can’t have that touching her skin. It might be bad for her complexion and overall scores.’ ”

Tori couldn’t help it, she laughed, the sound bursting from her lips before her surroundings registered her faux pas. Leaning across the table, she lowered her voice to a more acceptable level despite the momentary lapse in patrons. “What are you talking about?”

“Beyond the fact that precious Penelope is a pageant kid, her mother, Ashley Lawson, is Regina Murphy’s head designer and she’s apparently very good at what she does.”

“Regina Murphy? I’m not sure I know who that is.”

“Tall leggy blonde, wears tailored pantsuits to go jogging”—Melissa met her gaze for any sign of understanding—“lives on the eastern side of town . . .”

“I’m not sure I’ve ever met her.”

Melissa waved away her confusion. “Anyway, Regina owns Pageant Creations—a company that makes and sells little girls’ dresses specifically designed for pageants.”

“Oh, okay. That’s what Beth does, too. Only I think her company’s name is Spotlight something or other.”

“Who’s Beth?” Melissa mumbled as she flipped open yet another party book.

“Milo’s college sweetheart. She’s coming into town later this week for some sort of business meeting and wants to get together with him.”

Melissa glanced up at the slight shake in Tori’s voice. “Are you worried?”

“Beth was years ago. If he felt that strongly for her, he wouldn’t have married Celia, right?” It was the same  mantra she’d been telling herself all week. A mantra she hadn’t questioned until he’d pulled out a few old photographs after dinner one night.

One look had told her everything she didn’t want to know. Beth Samuelson was drop-dead gorgeous. And, based on the stories he’d shared while flipping through the photographs, she’d been Milo Wentworth’s first true love. The one who’d broken his heart and drove him into the arms of his late wife.

“Makes sense. Besides, Milo is crazy about you. Everyone knows that.” Melissa flipped through another page or two before closing the book with a resounding thud. “You know something? Margaret Louise’s idea looks better all the time. It would certainly make pin the tail on the donkey an acceptable party game once again.”

Shaking her thoughts free of Beth Samuelson, Tori willed herself to focus on the change in conversation. “Margaret Louise’s idea?”

“The one about strangling Ashley Lawson and stuffing her body in a closet.”

The corners of her mouth tugged upward. “Did Margaret Louise really say that?”

Melissa made a face. “You know my mother-in-law.”

And she did. Thankfully. In fact, since moving to Sweet Briar, the sixty-something woman had become one of Tori’s dearest friends both inside and outside of the Sweet Briar Ladies Society Sewing Circle. The sometimes loud, sometimes opinionated woman had shown her nothing but loyalty and kindness through some of her darkest days, including a bout as a murder suspect. It was the kind of friendship she worked hard to reciprocate.

“I’ve got it!”

Melissa’s eyes rounded in surprise. “What?”

“What do you think of having the party in the children’s room? The kids could use the dress-up trunk and put on little shows based on the stories we read to them.”

“I don’t know. Could we really use the room?”

Tori nodded. “With a donation to the library, and my assurances the room will be cleaned afterward, I’m sure the board will grant permission. And if we have it after hours on Sunday, it won’t conflict with our patrons at all.”

Feeling the excitement start to build, she continued, giving words to the ideas cycling through her head. “We could have Debbie make a cake highlighting Sally’s favorite story, and we could bring in a few tables and chairs and set that part up outside under the moss trees.”

Melissa sat up. “It would certainly be different . . .”

“And relatively cheap,” Tori added.

“Kids love to play dress up.”

“And, if we got our hands on a video recorder, we could even tape their performances to be watched during cake time and then send a copy home with each child as a memento from Sally’s party.”

“That’s it! That’s perfect.” Jumping up from her chair, Melissa ran around the table and threw her arms around Tori. “Oh, Victoria, thank you! You just saved two lives.”

“Two?”

“Mine . . . and Ashley’s.”

“Sally would love you no matter what kind of party she did or didn’t have. You need to remember that, okay?” Tori grabbed the pile of party books and stood, the last part of Melissa’s statement bringing a smile to her lips. “And as for this Ashley woman . . . perhaps we should keep any and all rope away from Margaret Louise that day. Just in case she can’t hold back the urge any longer.”

“That’s a good idea. Though, keeping it out of sight from the rest of the moms who come to the party might be a good idea, too.”

“Why is that?” she asked.

“Because Margaret Louise is one of many who has had enough of Ashley Lawson. One of many.”
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Shifting the plate of homemade gingerbread cookies to her left hand, Tori knocked on Dixie Dunn’s front door, her hand making a crisp rapping sound against the trim.

“Oh, thank goodness I’m not the only one who’s late.” Beatrice Tharrington stepped onto the weather-beaten front porch beside Tori, a foil-covered plate in her hand. “Luke was being a little devil this evening. Didn’t want me to leave.”

“Isn’t Monday evening supposed to be special time with his parents?”

Beatrice nodded. “It is. But he’s gotten a might bit attached to me.”

“And this surprises you?” She looked from Beatrice to the screen door and back again, the sound of footsteps in the distance her only indication the knock had been heard above the gossip that was as much a part of the group as needles and thread.

“It does, indeed. I’m just the nanny.”

“Just the nanny?” she echoed as she sized up the only other member of the group who didn’t sport a southern accent. “You make Mary Poppins look inattentive.”

A flush rose across the British nanny’s young face. “Victoria, you shouldn’t say such things.”

“Why? It’s the truth.” She glanced back toward the door, the footsteps growing still louder. “I can’t believe this is the first time I’ve made a meeting at Dixie’s house.”

“I wish I could say the same.”

Startled, she met Beatrice’s shame-filled eyes, her mouth unable to form words before a retraction was offered.

“Oh, Victoria, can we please pretend I didn’t say that? It was . . . unkind. And most unfair of me to say.”

She reached out, gently squeezed her friend’s hand. “It’s already forgotten.”

“Well look who’s here. I thought for sure you weren’t coming since we were supposed to start ten minutes ago.”

Beatrice’s face flushed still deeper. “Dixie, my apologies for being late. Luke got rather upset when it was time for me to leave and I felt it only fair to help settle him down for his mum.”

Dixie nodded, her crop of white hair barely moving as she turned her scowl in Tori’s direction and waited.

“I had a few last minute things to tie up at the library this evening before I could break away.” Tori stepped back as Dixie pushed the screen door open and motioned them inside. “Then it was just a matter of running home and grabbing the cookies and my supplies and—”

“It’s simply a matter of getting better organized, Victoria. Why, when I was head librarian, I had the door locked every day at five o’clock on the dot.”

Biting back the urge to toss around words like flexibility and public service, she simply smiled instead, her propensity toward good manners winning out. Besides, some battles simply weren’t worth fighting. Especially when the other side was elderly and still carried a grudge where her forced retirement was concerned.

Dixie’s nose scrunched. “Do I smell gingerbread?”

“You do. I made some this morning before work.” Tori held the plate in the host’s direction.

“You made gingerbread men? In spring?”

“I made gingerbread flowers.”

“Oh.” Dixie sniffed and reached for Beatrice’s covered plate instead. “And what did you bring?”

Beatrice gulped. Loudly. “I helped in Luke’s classroom this afternoon and lost track of time. Before I knew it, it was too late to whip anything up on my own. So I stopped by Leeson’s Market and ordered up a few blueberry scones.”

A soft yet noticeable cluck emerged from Dixie’s mouth followed by a sigh to end all sighs. “Things are certainly different these days, aren’t they? Good manners and grace have simply gone right out the window.”

“Yes, apparently, they have.” Tori looked down as a sheet of white paper was thrust into her free hand. “What’s this?”

“That, Victoria, is an example of organization.”

“Organization?”

“It’s our agenda for the evening.”

She looked from the paper to Dixie and back again, the reality of what she was hearing and seeing taking root in some dusty corner of her brain. “An agenda? For sewing circle?”

Dixie turned on her penny loafers and headed down the hallway from which she’d just come, the flick of her hand an indication they should follow. “That’s right. It will keep us on task.”

Setting the gingerbread cookies on the kitchen table along with the various offerings from her fellow circle members, Tori hurried to follow, her brain processing the words on the page in her hand.

 

7:00 p.m. Arrival

7:10 p.m. Sewing commences

7:30 p.m. Moderated discussion

7:40 p.m. Return to sewing

8:00 p.m. Dessert

8:15 p.m. Final round of sewing

8:30 p.m. Departure

 

“It’s like this all the time when we meet here,” Beatrice whispered as they fell in step with each other, their hostess leading the way amid grumbles about the perils of tardiness. “It’s why I said what I said earlier.”

“And no one says anything?”

Beatrice’s too-thin shoulders rose and fell. “Margaret Louise and Georgina speak at will anyway. So, too, does everyone else. But it’s met with eye rolling and exasperated sighs from Dixie.”

“No wonder she’s irritated with us,” Tori said midchuckle. “We’ve arrived when sewing is supposed to be commencing.”

Dixie looked over her shoulder, her chin grazing the bold floral print of her housecoat. “Shhh . . .”

“Good heavens, Dixie, who are you hushin’ out there?” Margaret Louise’s voice bellowed into the hallway, earning a sigh from Dixie in the process.

“It’s just us,” Tori said as she rounded the corner and drew to a stop in the doorway of what appeared to be Dixie’s version of the Sweet Briar Public Library, right down to the rickety table and chairs Tori had thrown out shortly after taking over the position of head librarian. “Is that the same—”

“Come sit with me, dear, I’ve saved you a spot.” Leona Elkin lowered her latest travel magazine to her lap and patted the rusty folding chair on her left, her voice dropping to a level only Tori could hear. “It is one and the same. Only she’ll deny plucking it from the trash in favor of something much more martyr-like. And if you inquire, she’ll find a way to go at you for throwing it away in the first place. Need I remind you of the way Dixie likes to accuse you of stealing her job out from under her?”

“Roger that.”

“Roger that?” Leona looked over her glasses at Tori. “I’m fairly sure that’s not one of the acceptable southern responses I’ve tried so hard to teach you this past year.”

“Lots of people use that expression, Leona.”

“Where? In”—the sixty-something woman curled the corner of her lip upward ever so slightly—“Chicago?”

“No. Everywhere. Including the south.”

“And who in the south might say that?” Leona demanded in a whisper.

“My uncle.”

“You mean the uncle who lives in Florida, dear?”

“Yes, exact—” And then she stopped, Leona’s protest playing through her thoughts before the woman even uttered a word.

“For the thousandth time, dear, Florida is not the south.” Raising her voice for everyone to hear, Leona took command of the conversation, steering it into calmer waters. “Margaret Louise has been telling me all about the party you and Melissa are planning for Sally this weekend.”

“Would you believe my twin is thinkin’ about helpin’?” Margaret Louise bellowed.

Tori swung her gaze back and forth between the mismatched pair. “You do realize it’s a child’s party, don’t you, Leona? That means children will be there.”

“I can wear earplugs if necessary,” Leona countered as laughter erupted around the room.

Dixie tapped her watch. “It’s not seven thirty yet.”

“Oh, stuff a sock in it, would you?” Rose Winters, the group’s oldest member, stamped her foot against the linoleum floor. “This is sewing circle, not story time.”

Dixie’s face turned crimson. “But if we talk we won’t get our work done.”

“And the sky won’t fall down around our ears, Dixie.” Rose leaned forward in her chair and released a cough that nearly shook the room, her failing health not missed by anyone in the room. Least of all, Rose. “I’ve only a dozen years left if I’m lucky and I don’t plan on living them by the hands of a clock.”

The former librarian opened her mouth to speak only to let it snap shut, any protest she could offer stifled by the large eyes staring at her from atop a pair of bifocals. “Now that’s better.” Turning to Tori and Beatrice, Rose continued, the sharp edge to her voice all but gone. “It’s nice to see you this evening.”

Tori flashed a smile at the woman. “And you, too, Rose.”

Georgina Hayes’s wiry figure perked up from behind one of the group’s portable sewing machines, a sympathetic smile on her face. “Victoria, how are you faring with this Samuelson woman in town?”

“Samuelson woman?” Leona set her magazine down once again. “Who’s that?”

Willing her voice to remain even, she shrugged. “Beth Samuelson is Milo’s old college girlfriend.”

“What’s she doin’ in Sweet Briar?” Margaret Louise asked.

Tori looked down at the tote bag in her lap. “She’s here on business.”

“Is that what they call it now, dear?” Leona drawled, her gaze locked on Tori’s.

“Leona!” Georgina reprimanded. “There’s no need to get Victoria all worried about something silly. Milo adores her. You know that. I only brought it up because she came into the town hall today to ask for directions and happened to mention knowing Milo.”

“Is she pretty?”

“Leona!” Rose stamped her foot. Hard. “What difference does that make?”

“It’s okay, Rose.” Tori inhaled every ounce of courage she could muster in order to answer the question as accurately as possible. “Actually, Leona, she’s beautiful.”

“That don’t mean nothin’.” Margaret Louise shot a daggered look in her twin sister’s direction before turning a softer one on Tori. “Besides, you can’t tell much ’bout a chicken potpie ’til you cut through the crust.”

“That’s true,” Debbie Calhoun echoed.

“In Leona’s case we’ve already cut through the potpie right down to the ill tastin’ insides.” Rose’s voice elevated  above the chatter in the room, earning a gasp from Leona and laughter from everyone else.

“Oh, quit your gaspin’, Twin. You had that one comin’.” Margaret Louise stretched her pudgy hands over her head and worked to stifle a yawn. “Good men may be as scarce as deviled eggs after a church picnic, but Milo is a good man. Just like my son, Jake.”

Tori closed her eyes, willed her mind to embrace the words she knew to be true. Just because Jeff had cheated on her during their engagement party didn’t mean Milo would break her heart as well. He wasn’t that kind of man.

“So tell us about this party you and Melissa are working on for Sally.” Rose settled back against her cushioned chair. “It sounds very clever.”

Grateful for the change in conversation, Tori removed the wooden box from her tote bag and set it on the table to her side, her hand returning to the bag for the pale yellow skirt she needed to hem. “I don’t want to duplicate what Melissa might have already told everyone . . . ” Her words trailed off as she looked around the room, her gaze skimming across her fellow sewing circle members—Georgina, the town’s mayor, Debbie, Leona, Margaret Louise, Beatrice, Dixie, and Rose. “Wait, where’s Melissa? Isn’t she coming tonight?”

Margaret Louise shook her head, her plump hand gripping a needle as it zipped in and out of a piece of eyelet draped across her lap. “When I stopped by to check on the young-uns, she was sittin’ at the table agonizin’ over the loot bags for Sally’s party. I tried to tell her the DVD would be enough but she’s convinced it won’t be. Not with Penelope Lawson there.”

“Did you say Penelope?” Dixie groused.

Stilling her needle beneath the eyelet, Margaret Louise transitioned to a nod.

“Sadly, Melissa is right,” Debbie interjected. “A DVD won’t be enough. Not for that little girl and her mother, anyway.”

“Last year? After the circus? Luke came home with a porcelain picture frame complete with a professional photograph of himself and the party girl atop the elephant.” Beatrice laid the pieces of a cowboy vest across her lap and set about the task of finding the perfect color thread, her soft British accent bringing a hush to the room. “And the year before that? He came home with a beach towel and his own blow-up pool.”

“And don’t forget the sandals, the beach ball, and the photo album complete with pictures from the party that were taken and developed before the children even left.” Debbie shot her hands above her head and stretched, her dirty blonde hair reaching halfway down her back. “That’s why I did Jackson’s birthday out of town this year. To escape the pressure.”

“Pressure?” Georgina peeked out from behind the machine once again. “Debbie, you are grace under pressure. Just look at the way you handle being a mom to Jackson and Suzanna, and a wife to Colby . . . all while running the bakery seven days a week.”

“A piece of cake compared to keeping up with Penelope’s mother. That’s pressure I can’t take.”

“Is she really that bad?” Tori asked. “I mean, truly?”

Debbie, Beatrice, and Margaret Louise nodded simultaneously.

“Just this morning at the bakery Caroline Rowen and Samantha Smith were talking about Sally’s party. They  were saying how badly they felt for Melissa. How they’re glad they don’t have to jump through the annual party hoop for another few months.” Debbie rubbed at her left shoulder with her right hand and moved her head from side to side. “Wow, I must have spent too much time hunched over Melissa’s cake design this afternoon—my neck and shoulders are killing me.”

“What were they sayin’ about Sally’s party?” Margaret Louise looked up, her fingers poised around her needle.

Shrugging, Debbie picked up her own needle and thread and began working on the pale blue skirt she was making for her daughter. “They didn’t get to say much. Regina Murphy came up behind them in line and everyone shut up. Fast. Though, based on the way her brows furrowed, I imagine she heard enough. I only hope for their sake she doesn’t relay things back to Ashley.”

“If she does, their children are done.”

“Done?” Rose repeated, stealing the sentiment from the tip of Tori’s tongue.

“Done.” Beatrice shot a glance in Debbie’s direction, leading Tori’s eyes to follow.

“Beatrice is right. If you say or do anything to put Ashley’s daughter in a bad light, your child is blackballed from everywhere—scouts, the playground, school, everywhere. Happened to a little girl named Abigail about a year ago. Her mother made a comment about Penelope being pampered and that was it. Poor little Abigail was shunned from that day forward. Her family moved out of Sweet Briar just a few months ago.”

“Sounds to me as if Penelope isn’t any nicer than this hotshot mother of hers.” Dixie set her latest sewing project on her lap.

“She’s not,” Debbie stated matter of factly. “And trust  me, I don’t like expressing a feeling like that about any child. Even one that belongs to that woman.”

Rose coughed to clear her throat. “Then I still say Melissa should have left her off the guest list.”

“She can’t. It would be like signing the death certificate on Sally’s social life if she did.”

Tori heard the gasp as it escaped her mouth. “But Debbie . . . they’re children. Having birthday parties.”

“Not if they’re the same age as Penelope Lawson.”
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