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For my readers.

 

Thank you.
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One by one, Tori Sinclair ran through the order once again . . .

Rub eyes. Check.

Blink fast. Check.

Pinch hard. Check.

Yet it made no difference. Dixie Dunn was, in fact, smiling.

At her.

The first part was a rare occurrence in and of itself. But the second part? The part about Dixie Dunn smiling at Tori? Well, monumental didn’t even come close to doing it justice. Especially since Dixie steadfastly believed her earlier-than-intended retirement was 150 percent Tori’s fault.

Her. Tori. The one Dixie was smiling at like the proverbial cat who’d swallowed the—

Tori glanced down at the floor and took note of the carpet  beneath her predecessor’s feet, the absence of yellow feathers more surprising than she would have expected. She met the elderly woman’s gaze. “You’re twenty minutes early.”

The woman’s stout frame rose and fell, the smile never leaving her face. “I guess I’m just excited. It’s been a long time.” With a silent clap of her hands, Dixie stepped forward and motioned toward the shelves of books that stood like soldiers in formation. “I was up half the night thinking about the kind of changes we can make while I’m here.”

“Changes?”

“All the libraries are going that way.”

She swallowed. “All the libraries?”

“It’s meant to breathe life into the place and liven things up a little.”

Rub eyes. Check.

Blink fast. Check

Pinch hard. Check.

Once again, Dixie was still there. Only this time the smile was parting to allow foreign gibberish to flow between her pencil-thin lips. Dixie. Dixie Dunn. The same person who had waged a one-woman war against change at the library less than two years earlier.

It was a battle that had ultimately resulted in Dixie being forced to retire—and Tori being hired—as head librarian. Hence, the more-than-a-little-unsettling smile’s effect on Tori.

“Things?” Tori repeated. “What kind of things?”

Dixie nodded, her voice a perfect accompaniment to the unmistakable sparkle in her eye. “First, there’s the matter of chairs.” With a beckoning gesture, Dixie turned on her sensible white pumps and led the way to one of the reading nooks Tori had created shortly after taking the library helm. The high-back armchairs had been found at a consignment shop for a ridiculously low sum, making it easier than expected to replace Dixie’s wooden chairs.

“They’ve already been replaced.”

“I see that,” Dixie mused. “But I think we can make them even more inviting.”

She stared at the woman, unable to think of a single thing to say.

“We want our patrons to feel comfortable here, don’t we, Victoria?”

“Comfortable?”

Dixie nodded. “Of course. That’s what all the up-and-coming libraries are doing these days, isn’t it?”

“Up-and-coming?”

“The more homey the better, I say.”

“H-homey?” She knew she sounded like a squawking parrot but she couldn’t stop herself. Dixie Dunn wanted to enter the age of progress?

“In fact, I think we should talk to the board about opening a little coffee kiosk over there in the corner.” Dixie gestured for Tori to follow, and, once again, she did. “It wouldn’t have to be anything terribly elaborate just—”

“A coffeekiosk?”

Again, the woman nodded. “It’s the wave of the future.”

Tori stopped in her tracks, folding her arms in the process. “Okay. Enough. Who put you up to this?” Periscoping her head from side to side, she strained to make out Margaret Louise Davis’s graying hair and plump form in the mystery section. Or her always-stylish twin sister, Leona Elkin, smirking in periodicals. Or even Rose Winters, in her telltale cotton sweater and penny loafers, glaring at Leona from the local history aisle.

Rose.

A quick check of the wall clock put her morning in perspective. If there was a hidden camera lurking for the sole purpose of recording her reaction to the woman formerly known as Dixie Dunn, its location would have to wait.

“Look, can we pick this back up later? After Rose’s appointment?” At Dixie’s nod, Tori turned and made her way over to the information desk in the center of the library’s  main room. “There are no groups scheduled today, and no story time until tomorrow. So between that and the pool weather we’re having right now, I imagine things should be fairly quiet while I’m gone.”

Dixie’s smile slipped momentarily only to return on the heels of a shrug. “That’s okay. Quiet will give me time to make some adjustments.”

“What kind of adjustments?”

The elderly woman pointed at the clock. “You better get going. You want to be there when Rose starts her treatment, don’t you?”

Tori’s eyes followed the path made by Dixie’s finger, and she cringed. “Okay, you’re right. I’ve got to go. But, Dixie”—she reached down, pulled her purse and tote bag from its spot on the bottom shelf, then straightened to meet the woman’s eye—“why don’t you hold off on any changes until I get back? It’ll give us a chance to, um . . . brainstorm a little first.”

Dixie flipped her hands over and shooed Tori down the long hallway that led to the rear parking lot. “Don’t you worry about a thing, Victoria. I was running this library long before you were even a twinkle in your daddy’s eye.”

And just like that, the shooing morphed into something much closer to shoving. “Perhaps you could take Rose out for coffee or even lunch after her appointment.” Dixie cocked her head to the side in consideration of her own suggestion. “Come to think of it, I think that might be just what the doctor would order after having to be hooked up to that drip pole again.”

“But I need to get back here—”

Yanking the employee door open, Dixie all but pushed Tori into the wall of humidity known as a South Carolina summer day. “Give Rose a kiss for me. And I’ll see you this afternoon. Much, muchlater this afternoon.”

Before Tori could formulate a coherent protest or last-minute plea, Dixie had shut and locked the glass-plated  door, her slightly hunched form fairly skipping down the hall and back toward the main room.

With her unease at an all-time high, Tori turned to see a powder blue station wagon veer around the corner and screech to a stop less than six inches from her feet. A familiar face peered across the front seat. “Thank heavens you ain’t left yet. Why, I nearly got me a ticket tryin’ to get here in time.” Reaching across the seat, Margaret Louise Davis unlocked the door, plucked her tote bag off the passenger seat, and threw it into the back. “Hop in.”

“You want to go with us?”

“Got nothin’ better to do today. Melissa took the youngins to see her folks, Debbie’s got things covered at the bakery, and Leona took Paris to get his tail fluffed.”

“Your sister took Paris to get his tail fluffed?”

“And this surprises you?”

She couldn’t help but laugh as an image of her self-appointed southern coach—emerging from a beauty shop with a perfectly coiffed garden-variety bunny in her arms—filled her mind. “Actually, no. It doesn’t.”

“Well then you understand why I’m bored.”

Poking her head through the open window, Tori studied her friend. “All we’re going to be doing is sitting there for two or three hours while Rose gets her IV drip. It’s really not all that exciting.”

“You’re gonna be there, right?”

Tori nodded.

“And Rose is gonna be there, right?”

Again, she nodded.

“That’s good enough for me. And besides, I’ve got something to talk ’bout with the two of you once we get Rose settled. Now get in.”

Tori finally did as she was told, the tension caused by Dixie’s odd behavior dissipating at the thought of spending the morning with two of her dearest friends—women who were some thirty- and fifty-odd years her senior yet as  close to her as anyone her own age could ever be. And it was all because of a common love of sewing.

A love that, for Tori, had been passed down from her late great grandmother and then restoked by Rose Winters and the rest of the members of the Sweet Briar Ladies Society Sewing Circle.

Margaret Louise stepped down on the gas, showering the back parking lot with a cloud of dirt. “Woo-wee, it’s a hot one today, ain’t it?”

Dropping her tote bag and purse onto the floor, Tori grabbed her seat belt and clicked it into place. “And that’s different than yesterday because . . .”

Margaret Louise’s deep belly laugh echoed around the car. “It’s a good thing Leona didn’t hear you say that or else we’d be listenin’ to her spoutin’ crime statistics ’bout Chicago.”

And it was true. Ever since Tori had moved to Sweet Briar, she’d been subjected to Leona Elkin’s endless sales pitch on life in a small town—friendlier people, charming shops, and less crime. Though, considering the way Leona lamented the joys of traveling to such cities as Paris, London, and New York—citing their fine cuisine and vast cultural amenities every chance she got—one had to wonder if there was more to the story.

Tori leaned her head against the passenger-side window and watched the trees whiz by en route to the outpatient treatment facility on the western edge of town. “At least you know what you’re getting from Leona. Dixie, on the other hand, is a complete mystery to me.”

“Dixie? Dixie Dunn? Are you pullin’ my leg? That woman is ’bout as predictable as Sally when it’s time to take a swallow of medicine.”

Turning her head, she studied the proud grandmother of seven behind the steering wheel. “Little Sally is predictable, I’ll give you that. But Dixie? Not even close.”

Margaret Louise met her gaze. “You feelin’ okay, Victoria?”

She nodded. “I’m feeling fine. But my nerves? That’s another story.”

A knowing smile spread across Margaret Louise’s rounded face. “Still frettin’ over Milo’s proposal?”

Tori blew a pent-up whoosh of air from her lungs. “Not really. Not any more than normal, anyway.”

“You should just say yes.”

Oh, how she wished she could. She wanted to. More than anything. But she was afraid.

“I bet that man is missin’ you somethin’ fierce right now.”

As she was him.

Milo Wentworth was everything she’d ever dreamed about and nothing she’d ever thought she’d find. Especially after the catastrophe that was her former fiancé, Jeff. In fact, at times, it was almost hard to remember ever having loved the man who’d celebrated their engagement party in a coat closet . . . with one of Tori’s own girlfriends. Yet, at other times, the pain and humiliation was still so fresh it made her second-guess her own judgment.

Sure, she wanted to marry Milo—more than anything else in the world, actually. But to accept his proposal meant exhibiting a measure of courage she was having trouble finding where her heart and an engagement ring were concerned.

“I miss Milo, there’s no doubt about that. But the nerves aren’t about him. They’re about Dixie and what she’s planning to do to the library while I’m gone.”

“Oh. That.”

She stared at her friend. “What? You know about these changes?”

Margaret Louise waved her hand. “She wants to set up a coffeepot and stick a few pillows on some chairs.”

“Am I the only one who sees the irony in this coffeepot suggestion?”

“She’s different now.”

“How?”

Letting up on the gas just a little, Margaret Louise turned into the driveway just beyond the main hospital. “She has hope. Nina going on bed rest has given her hope.”

“But—”

“And a second chance of sorts.”

Ahhh. It made sense now. She said as much to Margaret Louise.

“That’s all this is, Victoria. Dixie is tryin’ to show everyone that she still has some spunk left in her.”

Tori unfastened her seat belt as the station wagon came to a stop. “You mean like the spunk she showed when she lambasted me for allowing patrons to drink coffee in the library shortly after I got here?”

Margaret Louise pulled the key from the ignition, reached into the backseat for her tote bag, and dropped her keys inside. “Sort of, I reckon. Only this time she’s tryin’ to prove somethin’ about her age.”

“Her age?”

“That she’s not dead yet. I think this stuff with Rose has unsettled her a bit. Makes her realize that she’s gettin’ to be old, too.”

Tori considered her friend’s words as they set out across the parking lot on foot, their arms laden with everything from crossword books and sewing magazines to photographs and the invisible weight of the latest gossip making the rounds of Sweet Briar. Anything and everything they could think of to make Rose’s latest treatment more bearable for the elderly woman.

“Give her a chance to show you she’s changed. That she still has something to offer the library, too.”

Margaret Louise was right. Dixie Dunn might be prickly, even downright rude at times, but she adored the library just as much as Tori did. It was the one common ground, beyond sewing, that bound them together. “Okay. I’ll try.”

“Good. Now let’s find Rose—oh, there she is.” Lifting  her hand into the air, Margaret Louise wiggled her fingers back and forth. “Woo-hoo, Rose, we’re here.”

“Woo-hoo? Woo-hoo?” Rose rolled her eyes skyward and blew out a frustrated exhale. “I may be shrinking, Margaret Louise, but I don’t need to be confused with one of your grandbabies, you hear?”

Tori felt the corners of her mouth lifting upward as she closed the gap between the entrance and the waiting room. Leaning forward, she planted a kiss on Rose’s cheek, the feel of the woman’s frail body transitioning her residual tension into worry. “Are you up for this today?”

“Doesn’t seem as if I have much of a choice, now does it?” Patting the empty cushion beside her, Rose met Tori’s smile with one that trembled ever so slightly. “I’m glad you’re here, Victoria.”

Surprised by the rare admission, Tori settled into the seat beside Rose, noting the colorful flower arrangements and inspirational wall hangings around the room. “I like the pictures with the little sayings. Helps with the positive thoughts, you know?”

“If you’re fit enough to climb a mountain or to sail around the world, I suppose they do,” Rose mumbled. “But if you’re here, you’re probably not.”

Tori studied her friend closely, the woman’s downtrodden demeanor catching her by surprise. “You’re climbing a mountain right now, Rose. Everyone in this room is. And you’ll get to the top. Soon.”

“You want to know what the worst part of being here is?”

“What’s that?”

“It makes me feel old. And weak.”

Tori reached for Rose’s hand and patted it gently. “You’re one of the strongest women I know, Rose Winters, you really are. And remember . . . the nurse said it’ll only take a few hours. The same goes for everyone else in here.”

Rose pulled the flaps of her cotton sweater close. “I’m not sure some of these folks can sparea few hours.”

Following the path made by Rose’s bony finger, Tori turned toward the opposite end of the waiting room, her gaze falling on a woman in her mid-to-late fifties with a bandana wrapped around her head and a small pillow on her lap. Any trials the woman had endured were overshadowed by the determination that lit her eyes.

“I don’t understand. She looks like she’s been through a lot but she doesn’t look like she’s about to—”

“Not her, Victoria,” Rose hissed. “Her.”

Anxious to appease her friend, Tori pulled her focus from the cancer patient and trained it, instead, on the gray-haired woman seated two chairs to the left—a woman hunched at the waist and staring at Tori as if . . .

She heard the gasp of disbelief as it escaped her lips, felt Margaret Louise’s hand on her arm and Rose’s breath on her cheek as her gasp was echoed from the other side of the room—a gasp that brought the hospital staff running.
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She knew they were staring. She could feel it as surely as Rose could feel the nurse rooting around her hand for a vein. But like her elderly friend, Tori said nothing.

The fact that Rose’s silence came from courage and hers came from utter disbelief was something that needed to be addressed. Especially in light of the worry she could see tucked around the edges of Rose’s bravery.

“Finally,” Tori mumbled as the nurse declared victory over Rose’s vein. “For a moment there I thought she’d become a human pincushion.”

The nurse nodded a smile and then reached for the drip pole that stood poised and ready to administer relief to Rose’s arthritis-ravaged limbs. “It happens sometimes. Especially for our elderly.” Hannah—as her name tag stated—opened Rose’s line and then gave her a gentle pat. “This’ll take about two or three hours. If you need anything, press the button right next to you.”

“Thank you, Hannah, but I’ll be fine. I have some angels with me today . . . even if one of them looks as if she’s seen a ghost.”

Tori swallowed.

Hannah’s hand moved to Tori’s upper arm. “Ms. Calder has been sick for quite some time. Weak heart.”

Tori closed her eyes and willed her breathing to steady.

“Would you like to talk to one of our chaplains? I know that watching someone go into cardiac arrest like that can be upsetting. Even if it’s a stranger.”

“But she wasn’t a—” She stopped and opened her eyes, the nurse’s kind face coming into focus once again. “I’ll be fine. Really. Margaret Louise and I will look after Rose.”

“If you’re sure . . .”

“She’s sure.” Slowly, Rose lifted her hand and pointed down at the bag by her feet. “Victoria? Can you hand that to me?”

“Of course.” She leaned over, scooped the lavender bag from the tiled floor, and handed it to Rose. “Do you need something?”

Rose reached into the bag and extracted a small notebook and pen from inside. Holding it toward Hannah, she gestured her chin toward the woman with the bandana. “Would you give this to Lynn over there? She said she’d jot down the directions for her pillow for me today. Might get her mind off things.”

“I don’t know, Rose,” Margaret Louise protested. “She looks like she’s sleeping to me. Besides, I think she might have known that woman out in the waitin’ room based on the things she was sayin’ to the nurses as we were bein’ ushered out of the way.”

Tori followed Margaret Louise’s gaze to the woman now reclined in a cubicle directly across from theirs. Try as she could, she couldn’t place the woman’s face from any photograph she’d ever seen or any party she’d ever attended . . .

“Nonsense. She’s resting her eyes is all. Besides, life  goes on and she—more than anyone else—realizes how important it is to keep on living.”

“She has some sort of cancer, doesn’t she?” Tori asked.

Rose nodded. “Breast cancer.”

Silence engulfed them as they peered, once again, at the woman seated across from them, a pale pink pillow nestled between her arm and her chest. Finally, Margaret Louise spoke, her normally strong voice somewhat muted. “That pillow helps her, don’t it?”

Again, Rose nodded.

“Is that something we can make in our circle?” Tori asked, the reason behind Rose’s notepad and pen becoming clear. It was, after all, one of her favorite parts of the Sweet Briar Ladies Society Sewing Circle.

Rose watched Hannah cross the open space between the cubicles and set the notepad and pen beside Lynn’s chair. “I’ll answer that afteryou tell us what went on out there in the waiting room just now.”

She gulped. “You mean the part about the woman going into cardiac arrest in front of us?”

“No. She means the part about you darn near hyperventilatin’ when you saw that woman,” Margaret Louise offered from her spot on the patient recliner in the empty cubicle directly next to Rose’s. “And the part about that woman hyperventilatin’ herself into bein’ admitted when she saw you.”

A chill shot down her spine. “You don’t think Vera—I mean . . . you can’t seriously think seeing mecaused that, can you?”

Rose’s eyes, illuminated to nearly twice their size behind bifocal lenses, bore into Tori’s. “Vera?”

“I knew it! I knew it! I told you she knew her, didn’t I?”

Ignoring the woman to her right, Rose simply waited for Tori to come clean.

She toyed with the notion of waiting Rose out, hoping against hope that the medicine dripping into the woman’s  too-thin arm might lull her friend off to sleep. But even if, by some miracle it did, she’d still have the woman on the other side of Rose to contend with.

And Margaret Louise didn’t give up.

Ever.

Not that Rose did, either.

“So tell me about your friend’s pillow.”

“No,” Rose and Margaret Louise echoed in unison.

Surrounded on all sides, Tori lifted her hands into the air in surrender. “Okay. Okay. Yes. I know her.”

Rose rolled her eyes. “We may be old, but dumb we’re not.”

“Good thing my twin isn’t here. She’d protest that statement.”

“If Leona was here, Margaret Louise, I’d have left off the part at the end.”

It felt good to laugh. It helped to relieve some of the tension that had started with Dixie and grown exponentially at the sight of Vera Calder.

“So how do you know her?” Margaret Louise prodded.

Tori glanced up at the IV bag hanging from Rose’s pole and took a long, deep breath. “Would you believe she’s Jeff’s great-aunt?”

“Jeff?” Margaret Louise pushed the green button on the side of her chair and reclined as far as she could go, a look of contentment settling across her face. “Jeff who?”

With her gaze locked on Tori, Rose offered the clarification Tori wasn’t up for giving. “Victoria’s former fiancé.”

Ignoring the button that would reverse her original decision, Margaret Louise bolted upright, the afghan she’d secured around her body falling to the floor. “You mean the one who was tomcattin’ around on you while your family was toastin’ your engagement in the next room?”

In an instant, Tori was back, standing in the hall her family had rented to celebrate her upcoming nuptials. She could still hear her cousins laughing . . . her grandfather’s  stories . . . the songs her brother had compiled as a sort of musical time line of her relationship with Jeff.

And, of course, her friend’s giggle from a nearby closet as Jeff—

Closing her eyes against the memory, she forced a carefree smile to her lips. “One and the same.”

“You never told us she lived in Sweet Briar,” Margaret Louise accused.

“That’s because I didn’t know she—”

“She doesn’t live in Sweet Briar. She lives in Lee Station.”

Tori’s head snapped up as Lynn reached forward and grabbed a white Styrofoam cup from the snack table beside her chair. “Lee Station? You mean the Lee Station that’s five miles south of here?”

“That’s right. It’s the summer home she had with Garrett’s dad, the one she moved into permanently after her husband passed away about two years ago.” Lynn took a sip of her water then set it back down.

Garrett.

Tori remembered that name.

“Who’s Garrett?” Margaret Louise inquired.

“My soon-to-be ex. And Vera’s—”

“Stepson.” The relationship rolled off Tori’s tongue with barely a pause, bringing Margaret Louise’s attention squarely back on Tori.

“You know this Garrett person, Victoria?”

“I met him. Once.” She heard her voice morphing into a mumble but she couldn’t help herself. Painful memories were painful memories no matter how much time had passed.

“Yes you did,” Lynn confirmed. “At your engagement party.”

Rose waved away Lynn’s statement. “They broke it off.”

“I remember.” Lynn tucked her pillow close to her chest and released a soft cough, a grimace of pain marring her  otherwise pleasant features. “And I’d have sent my condolences only we’d never met and, well, Vera wouldn’t have been too pleased with me if I had. But I knew you were better off. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree in that family.”

“Is that why this woman’s stepson is your ex?”

“My wish-to-be-ex, actually.” With her gaze still trained on Tori, Lynn addressed Margaret Louise’s inquiry with a wry, yet tired, smirk. “Every day I sent him off to work to count pills, believing he was tired at night from standing on his feet dealing with sick and cranky people all day long. But I was wrong about him just like she”—Lynn lifted her needle-pierced hand off the armrest and pointed in Tori’s direction—“was wrong about Jeff.”

Margaret Louise made a face. “He was cheatin’ with one of your friends, too?”

Lynn shrugged. “Was, is, it’s all the same. She’s one of his little pharmacy techs. Young, pretty . . . you know the drill.”

“Then why not make it official and give him the old heave-ho like he deserves?” Margaret Louise retrieved the afghan from the floor and tossed it over Rose.

“Because Garrett’s money management skills leave much to be desired and without money and his health insurance, I’m kind of trapped.” Lynn looked down at the clear, narrow tube that penetrated her leathery skin. “It’s either stay or die.”

“I’m sorry.” And Tori was. She hated to hear of people struggling financially. Especially when they were sick. It seemed overly cruel. “But I see you’ve managed to accomplish something I couldn’t.”

“What’s that?” Lynn asked.

“Your tension with Garrett didn’t put you on Vera’s Most Hated List the way my breakup with Jeff did.”

Lynn nodded, a knowing smile twitching at the corners of her lips. “You know the reason for that as well as I do.”

“What’s that?” Margaret Louise inquired as curiosity  pulled her left eyebrow upward. “What are you leavin’ out, Victoria?”

She shrugged. “Nothing really. Except that Jeff could do no wrong in his great-aunt’s eyes.”

“Not even carryin’ on with another woman durin’ his own engagement party?”

“Not even that.”

“Then she ought to have her head examined if you ask me,” groused Rose.

“I suppose. But when you’ve practically raised someone since childhood I guess you don’t want to see their faults. Human nature.” Still, it was hard to keep the sting out of her words. It wasn’t that she’d expected Jeff’s family to abandon him completely, because she hadn’t. But a little empathy might have helped at the time. Something, anything, to let her know they’d understood her need to call it quits on the spot.

“More like ignorant stupidity if you ask me.” Lynn looked up at her chemo drip then closed her eyes, her voice little more than a whisper. “Have you seen him since that night?”

“There’s been no reason to see him. Our lives took two separate paths from that day forward and I don’t foresee them ever having to cross again.” And for that, Tori was grateful. The clean break had allowed her to move on—in her career and in her life.

“I wish I could say the same,” Lynn mumbled.

“There must be a way for you to get along on your own. Isn’t there?”

The woman addressed Margaret Louise’s question without so much as raising her eyelids. “That’s not the cards I’ve been dealt.”

“Cards?” Rose asked.

“That’s right.” Lynn pulled her pillow to her chest and released a cough that nearly shook the room. “But that’s okay, the ace of spades has to turn up sometime. Everyone is entitled to at least one in life, right?”

Her words were cut short by the hesitant pitter-patter of Hannah’s shoes on the linoleum between their cubicles. “Mrs. Calder?”

“Yes?”

The nurse’s face paled to a near perfect match of the uniform she proudly wore. “Mrs. Calder. I’m sorry. It’s just that—”

“She’s gone, ain’t she?”

Hannah took hold of the woman’s hand and nodded her confirmation as the meaning behind their brief, yet public exchange hit Tori with a one-two punch.

Vera Calder was dead. Of that, Tori was certain.

But it was the part that followed—the part that had her stomach clenching, the room spinning, and Margaret Louise running to her side—that she simply couldn’t understand.
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