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Chapter One
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Labor Day. “Come on, Mom. You’ve got to close up. You promised you’d come with us to picnic on the Green.” The Green, the center of the life of the town. Back in Texas, towns had squares with courthouses. New Hampshire and many towns in New England had these lovely Greens.

Jessica Allen laughed at the wheedling tone in the voice of her twenty-seven year-old-daughter, Kathy. Some things never changed. Kathy wore slacks in the navy blue she preferred, claiming she could pair the color with anything for a different look. In this case, she’d chosen bright yellow.

“Okay. Okay, but can you give me five minutes? Let me unpack these last two boxes. Melody sent me her latest creations.” The entire family long held to the tradition of attending the Labor Day picnic held on the Tidbury Green. The beautiful late summer weather blessed the New Hampshire town in the north central part of the state. Certainly beat what Jessica had grown up with in Texas when temps could hit a hundred sometimes as late as into September. Jessica would’ve been dressed in shorts and a sleeveless top rather than the slim jeans and long-sleeved purple t-shirt she now wore.

“I know what your give me five minutes means, Mom.  I better help, or we’ll never get out of here. Despite Bobby and Bonnie demanding I drag you from this store, I guess your grands will have to wait a bit.” Kathy retrieved a carved cranberry-colored candle from the box her mom had indicated. “Where do you want this?”

“Just set it on the counter, please.” Then Jessica’s gaze caught the object in her daughter’s hands. “Oh, wait. That is beautiful, isn’t it? Someone’s mantel will display a one-of-a-kind treasure this Christmas.” She loved her store with all the locally made hand crafts, jams, butters, and snacks.

“Mom, have you heard the news?”

“What news is that? Besides, you think I work too much.” Jessica took the wine-colored candle and spun around her shop, looking for the best spot to display the creation. “Oh, this will be perfect. People will notice it first thing on entering. Guess that means it won’t be around long for me to appreciate.” She placed her hands on her hips and stepped back to admire the candle in its place of importance near the front door of her shop, Allen’s.

Kathy took her mother’s arm. “No. That you work too much is a fact and not news. This is more serious. They found Lonnie Melton this morning in his car. Dead.”

“Shut up. They did not.”

“Afraid so, Mom.”

“Did he have a heart attack?”

“It looks like he might’ve committed suicide.”

“Lonnie? No, never. He had more zest for life than ten of us put together.”

“That’s what I thought, Mom, but that’s the word out and about in town.”

Jessica shook her head. “I can hardly believe what you’ve told me.”

“But, Mom, if he didn’t kill himself, are you saying someone may have murdered him?” Kathy barely whispered the word. “Why would anyone do that? I mean this is Tidbury. We’re all good people in this town.”

“Even though your dad’s family traces its roots here back to the Revolution, every town has a number of folks who—” Jessica paused. “Well, who are only interested in number one. Those who will stop at nothing to get what they want. Don’t let the façade fool you. Because we look like a Hallmark town, doesn’t make us one.”

Jessica stripped off her work apron and hung it behind the office door at the back of the shop, returning with a light denim jacket. “You’re right. This can wait. Come on, let’s go. I need a visit with my grands. If everyone knows what happened to Lonnie, I guess this will be something of a subdued celebration.” She threw on the jacket and made for the front of her shop with Kathy hurrying to catch up with her mother’s switching of gears.

Again, Kathy reached out and took her mother’s hand, stopping her from leaving her shop. “Mom, you need to be aware of this, too. I’ve already heard people speculating on who would be the best person to run for Lonnie’s seat on the Tidbury Board of Selectmen.”

“Oh my, Kathy, that seems terribly rushed. The poor man’s not even in his grave yet. Let’s mourn him first before galloping off in that direction.” Jessica shook off her daughter’s grasp and scurried toward the front door. She stopped when she realized her daughter wasn’t following and spun to face Kathy. “Come on.”

“People are suggesting you should run.”

“What? Me?” She placed both fists on her hips. “No way. No how. Why in the world would anyone suggest I run? I don’t know anything about serving on the board of selectmen, which has always been men by the way, except once when a woman completed her husband’s term.”

“For one, because of your speech at last month’s board meeting.”

“Well, what can I say? Inspiration hit me in the moment, Kathy. When I heard those rumors concerning leasing part of the Green for development, I knew I had to speak up.” She brushed away the compliments. Hadn’t been much of a choice. It wasn’t that she opposed progress or hated the idea of new buildings. She opposed the location picked by the development company. And worse, they wanted to use Worley Construction. No way she’d let that happen.

“Please consider the idea.”

“Jeez Louise, Kathy. This discussion has ended. I want to spend time with my grands. After the picnic, I’ll go by to check if there’s anything we can do for Lonnie’s wife.”

The Labor Day picnic was a huge success. Everyone ate a ton of food, played horseshoes, had three-legged races, and generally had a great time. While they laughed and visited, still the news of Lonnie’s death subdued everyone’s enjoyment. Late in the afternoon, Jessica left the family and met up with her friend Sue Franklin to walk to Millie Melton’s house.

“Thank you for coming with me, Sue.” They had been friends since meeting each other when Jessica moved to her husband’s hometown of Tidbury after college. Unfortunately, over the years, they had made these condolence visits too many times. The people of the town were aging, and while occasionally new folks moved in, they’d lost many old timers.

“I hate to do these visits, Jessica. It always makes me think this could be me.” She stopped, one hand reaching toward her mouth as if she wished she could take back the words. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t stop to think. You understand exactly how she feels.
Forgive me?”
Jessica patted Sue’s shoulder. “It’s okay. And yes, I all too well understand what Millie’s feeling. At least the shock of it. And you’re right. These visits are hard because that’s exactly what they make people think. While I understand something of what she may be feeling because of my shock at Ed’s death, at least we didn’t have to consider suicide as the cause. That would’ve been infinitely worse.” Negligence if not something more in Ed’s case. Despite not being able to come up with proof, she hadn’t given up either. She knocked on the door.

After a while, Jessica knocked again.

Sue looked at her. “Do you think she’s at the funeral home?”

“I wouldn’t think she’d have gone yet. Guess we’ll have to come back. Can’t leave these casseroles on the porch. While our temperatures are moderate, they aren’t cool enough to keep the food from spoiling.” Checking one last time, Jessica leaned forward and squinted her eyes to peer through the cut glass panels on the door. “Oh, wait. Someone’s coming.” Before she finished speaking the door swung open.” She jerked back.

“Good evening, Jessica. And Sue. Did you two ladies bring food for Millie?” Sheriff Gary Halbert held the door with one hand, studying them both. He wore his navy uniform pants with the sharp creases and crisp khaki shirt and kept his salt and pepper beard neatly trimmed. The closer they got to the Christmas holidays, the more Gary let his beard grow and enhanced the salt color. He played the town Santa for the Christmas Tree Lighting ceremony held on the Green. 

Jessica smiled at the sheriff. “We did. May we come in? Are you here on business or are you paying a condolence call?”

“Well, I guess that’s something for me to know and you to find out.” He stepped back and smiled. The dimples, one in each cheek, gave him a deceptively sweet appearance and one of the reasons he made such a great Santa. Nice man, but most in town knew not to mess with him. He took seriously his job of keeping the people of Tidbury safe. “You can come in. I’m leaving now. That’s why I came to the door for Millie. And here she is.”

Millie Melton stopped at the entryway. She looked as one might imagine—haggard, with blank eyes, and her hands kept twisting a hanky. “Hello, Jessica and Sue. You are kind to stop by.”

Jessica stepped forward and slid one arm around Millie’s waist. “We had to. Can we put these in your refrigerator? Is someone keeping up with all the food for you?”

“Yes, my niece. She left right before the sheriff arrived. She should be returning shortly.”

“Millie, I’ll leave you with Jessica and Sue. Think about what we’ve discussed, okay?”

“Sure, Gary.”

“Ladies.” He tipped his hat and went out on the porch.

Jessica used her hips to push the door closed behind the sheriff. “We’re terribly sorry for your loss, Millie.” Sue in turn gave Millie a one-armed hug.

“It’s such a shock. It’s like I’ve been tossed upside down. My niece Sylvie is being a big help. I’d be quite lost without her.”

“Let me put these in the kitchen for you. Maybe you’d like to sit down with Jessica.”

“Yes, thank you.”

Sue took Jessica’s dish as well as her own and hastily made her way toward the kitchen.

“I don’t seem to have much endurance. Come on. I’m using the informal room in the back. We did everything from watching TV to eating meals in here.” She wiped at her eyes and drew in a shaky breath.

Jessica’s breath hitched. The memories of her own loss, though five years past, seared still, especially because she believed the death could’ve been avoided if the Worley Construction Company had carefully followed the regulations. She drew in a deep breath, propelling the past to the past. Now she needed to offer what comfort she could to Millie, knowing there wasn’t much she could do other than be present with her.

Sue returned and joined them. “Millie, were the sheriff and Lonnie close? We were surprised to find him here.”

Jessica shot her friend a look. So not okay to go there. “Sue.”

Millie shrugged. “It’s okay, Jessica. I guess eventually it will come out.” Having only sat on the sofa, she popped up and wandered toward the windows at the back of the room.

“What will come out, Millie?” Jessica glanced at Sue whose eyebrows shut up in question. Their friend wasn’t making much sense. Losing her husband so suddenly had messed with her mind. “Millie?”

The woman turned and wandered back to them and sank onto the couch as if it took too much effort to hold herself upright. “The sheriff thinks perhaps Lonnie didn’t kill himself.”

Jessica leaned forward and took Millie’s hand. “Oh, that’s good. I’m sure you felt relief to learn he hadn’t taken his own life.”

Millie looked around the room until her glassy gaze found Jessica and Sue. “The sheriff thinks Lonnie may have been murdered.”

“Dear God, Millie. That’s horrible.” Jessica straightened in her seat on the sofa. Perhaps not as bad as if Lonnie had killed himself. Some folks never recovered from losing a loved one to suicide.

“I’m at a total loss, Jessica. Who would want to kill Lonnie? The sheriff asked me to think of who’d want him dead, but everyone loved the man.” More tears coursed down her cheeks. Millie grabbed extra tissues from the box on the coffee table to sop them up, but the tears kept flowing.

Who would want to kill Lonnie Melton? And what made the sheriff even ask that? Poor Millie. They stayed a while longer until Millie’s niece arrived. Jessica and Sue walked down the steps and ambled toward the Green.  As if by mutual agreement, they shifted gears to discuss the subject of the committee to plan the Christmas Festival. They’d both been on the committee for several years, and this year Jessica chaired the event again. Work began during the summer, and while September had just commenced, Christmas would be here quicker than anyone could say, Happy Holidays.

“If you decide to run to fill Lonnie’s board position, I’ll step up and cover any slack on the festival,” Sue said out of the blue.

Jessica glared at her friend. “What in the world is going on with everyone? Where’d this idea come from?”

“Everyone is talking about it.”

“Well, not everyone. I’m not talking about it. And as I told Kathy this morning, Lonnie’s poor wife hasn’t had a chance to plan his funeral, much less get him buried.”

Sue looped her arm through one of Jessica’s and walked toward the Green where streetlights lined the sidewalk and the gazebo sparkled with tiny white lights. “Listen, you keep up with what’s on the board agenda, don’t you? You have ever since Ed died.”

“Yes, I have. I’ll never be convinced that Worley Construction didn’t bear a share of the responsibility for my husband’s death.”

“Well, then you’ve heard that Jeff Hudson, the developer, plans to use Worley Construction if the board approves his project to put that retirement center on the Green.”

“I had heard that, and it’s one of the reasons I spoke out at the board meeting last month. I’m even more convinced it’s not a project for our town. I support progress, and I can sort of understand the idea of how building a retirement facility for our aging folks, especially those who live out from town, would be beneficial. But not on our Green.  And that Hudson’s planning to use Worley Construction? That’s unacceptable.”

“So you’ll consider the idea of running?”

Jessica rolled her eyes at her friend with the one-track mind.

“My guess is we’ll have a special election in November. It will be an easier campaign since we’re not in a presidential year.”

“When did you become such a smarty?” Jessica poked her friend on the arm.

“You’ve forgotten I majored in political science in college.”

“Well, why don’t you run?”

“Because I’m a behind-the-scenes kind of person. You make a great in-front-of-the-camera person.”

“Thank goodness, here’s my store. We can end this discussion.”

“Have you been happy living above it, Jessica? I’m always amazed at how charming your apartment is, given its size much, much smaller than your home at the edge of town.”

Jessica looked through the window with the soft lighting shining on the new dark red candle she’d put in the place of importance. “Not my home anymore. After Ed died, I found myself rattling around the house with too many overly large rooms with too many memories of Ed. I never remembered where I’d left anything. By then Kathy was already married, and Lori would soon leave for college. This is her last year now, and who knows where she’ll land. It made sense for me to move in here and let Kathy and her husband have the big house. Now they’ve got Bobby and Bonnie, it’s perfect for them. Besides, I love the commute.” A soft chuckle escaped.

“I’m glad to hear you’re happy with the situation. Can you promise me you’ll give serious contemplation to the idea of running?”

“Okay, I promise I’ll mull over the subject.” Didn’t mean she’d agree.

Sue hugged her. “Great. Talk with you tomorrow. We’ll make changes in the Christmas committee and plan for your campaign.” She spun off down the sidewalk.

“I haven’t agreed,” Jessica hollered after the fleeing figure. Shaking her head, she drew the key out of her pocket, went into the store, and turned off the alarm before resetting it. Walking through the store, she passed through her office to reach the stairs leading up to her apartment. At some point, climbing the stairs could become an issue. Thankfully, she had no problems with her knees. Letting herself into the apartment, she drew in a deep breath of the lavender scent she used liberally. It always brought peace.

Peace. Now why did she think of that? Because Lonnie’s death made her think of Ed’s death? Because of all this talk of her running for office?

She wandered into her kitchen and made a cup of hot tea using the hotspot at her sink. An indulgence for certain. She loved how it simplified her life. Dipping the tea bag up and down in her blue mug, she pondered the crazy idea of her running for the board of selectmen. Settling on the hearth, she gazed at the charming room with its wheat-colored sofa and plaid wingback chair next to the fireplace with books filling the shelves on either side. The kitchen was open to her left and her bedroom on her right. Another small guest room was behind the kitchen. Her home. Too bad it wasn’t cool enough to use the fireplace yet, but soon it would be.

Lonnie’s loss from the board of selectmen meant they had one less person to speak up for maintaining the town’s unique flavor. Someone besides her had to be the right person to take his place. No reason for her to consider this crazy idea. Someone else would step forward to do the job. She’d continue to monitor meetings and stay on top of the issue of saving the Green, especially if any building involved Worley Construction.
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Chapter Two
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Jeff Hudson settled against one of the high-backed white wicker chairs that lined the porch of the Mount Washington Resort. History oozed from the walls, floors, and decorations. While he loved that about the hotel, it cost more than he preferred to pay for a hang-out place when he worked a deal. In the rural state of New Hampshire, he hadn’t found many options. Unfortunately for him, the local inn had not a single vacancy. The Mount Washington Resort had undergone a fairly recent renovation and was now under the Omni umbrella. Rooms and suites had been enlarged, but they’d managed to keep the historic charm of the place.

Jeff glanced around. What kept Tony, who prided himself on being on time? Tony Benton and Jeff had fallen into a great working relationship. Jeff knew if something happened to him and he couldn’t carry through on his company’s responsibilities, Tony would. And vice versa.

Jeff sipped his black coffee laced with half and half and decided to relax and enjoy this respite from the rushed meeting schedule he usually faced. After a ton of research, Tony had come up with the idea of building their next retirement center in Tidbury. He’d found thirty families that lived just outside town, all with elderly members. Once the snows set in, it became hard for them to make the trip to town. This would be perfect. All the tenants’ needs would be within walking distance if they couldn’t find it within the center itself. He and Tony hadn’t quite resolved what should be a part of the center, whether it should be only residential with a restaurant or something more elaborate with a variety of services.

“Hey, Jeff. I’m late. I got caught up in drawings and lost track of the clock.” His business partner and friend ran up the stairs to the wide porch running around much of the building.

“Not a problem, I’ve been sitting and enjoying this great view. When the leaves start to change, I bet it will be even more magnificent. You’ve brought your own coffee, I see. Take a seat.” Jeff gestured to another of the large chairs with the soft cushions.

Tony sat next to Jeff, glancing around at the vista. He exhaled a long breath. “Boy, we don’t have an opportunity to do this too often.” He laughed. “I think we must be working too much.”

“Well, you’ve got that right. Maybe come Christmas we’ll take a break.”

“When did we last take off for Christmas?”

Jeff rubbed a hand along his jaw. Damn, it couldn’t be as long as he first thought. “Five years?”

“Yep. I think we’re due.”

“Well, you certainly are, Tony. I’m surprised Eva hasn’t killed me.”

“She enjoys the product of all our hard work. That’s also why she keeps trying to set you up with someone you can settle down with and force us all to kick back.”

“Eva is one determined woman, and I appreciate her concern. She’d make me happy though if she’d give it up.”

“You might buy yourself a reprieve if you give us this Christmas off.” Tony sipped his coffee.

“I hear ya. Right now let’s talk about the Tidbury project. I drove through the town on the way here. It’s quite charming. The Green is much larger than you find in many towns.”

“That’s why I believe this will work.” Tony extracted drawings from his bag, set them on the table, and secured them with his cup on one edge to keep the ends from curling.

“Hey, that’s my coffee,” Jeff complained when Tony snatched the cup from his hand and set it on the other end of the diagrams.

“I’ll give it back. You’ve seen these before, but I wanted to show you a couple of the changes I’m suggesting.”

“Okay. What’ve you got?”

“Well, I’ve taken out a few items I hope will make the project more acceptable to the board of selectmen and the town. I heard there was a person who spoke against the whole project at their last meeting. I thought it was smart to be prepared with alternatives. Maybe we won’t have to make these changes because one of our worst critics has died.”

“What?”

“Yeah. The story is a member of the board of selectmen committed suicide.”

“Boy, that’s rough on family members.” Memories of his brother’s suicide cut through his heart. Ten years ago still seemed like yesterday. Scott had never gotten a handle on his drug addiction.

“So what are these changes?”

“Originally we’d planned to have a beauty and barber shop, a dry cleaner, a trinket shop, and of course, the restaurant. If we leave in the restaurant and take out all the rest, we will be less threatening to the merchants around the Green. However, if we don’t have any issues on the board, we can add them back in.”

“Okay, I like your suggestions, Tony. We can go with either Plan A with the additions or Plan B with only the food service offered in the center if town officials continue to raise objections to the project.”

“What do you want to do now?” Tony rolled up the design papers.

“Let’s take a drive through Tidbury. I’d like to become more familiar with the town. You’ve visited more than I, and I’d like to double-check the space on this famous Green you’ve been carrying on about. I couldn’t quite tell how much space we’d take up when I drove through on the way here.”

“Let’s go. Once you walk around on the Green in person, you’ll have no doubts about the merits of this project.”


♦♦♦
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JESSICA WALKED OUT of the Congregational Church where Millie held Lonnie Melton’s funeral. The whole town had been in attendance and at the gathering in the reception hall afterwards. Sheriff Gary Halbert confirmed the rumors that kept swirling around how Lonnie had died, possibly poisoned. While Millie didn’t have a clue why someone would kill her husband, she seemed relieved with the information he hadn’t taken his own life. And while poison was most often used by women, the sheriff didn’t consider his wife a suspect.

“Jessica, wait up.” Mayor Rudy Lopez took Jessica’s arm. “Slow down. I’d like to walk with you.”

“Hi, Rudy. Lovely service, wasn’t it?” She looped her arm through the mayor’s.

“Yes, such a tragedy though. We’ve never had a murder in Tidbury, and for this to happen to Lonnie? My heart aches for Millie and for our town.”

“No one holds you responsible, Rudy. We’ve been sheltered here in Tidbury. Out in the real world, I’m afraid this is more common.”

“So, Jessica, I want to encourage you to seriously consider the idea of running for Lonnie’s seat on the board.”

“What? You, too?” Jessica stopped and shook her head at him before walking on. “It’s beyond me why you think I can do this or why I’d want to. I stay plenty busy with the store, family, and volunteer activities.”

“Doesn’t Lori help out with the store?”

“Yes, she does around her college classes. And that’s beside the point. I’ve never done anything like serving on the board.”

“You were PTA president for years.”

“I’m pretty certain that doesn’t count, Rudy.”

“You didn’t sound inexperienced several weeks ago when you spoke passionately on the subject of saving the Green.  And we all know that Lonnie opposed any changes on the Green. You’d kind of hold up that perspective on the board. Promise you’ll at least consider the possibility. We’re planning to call the election for Tuesday, November 5. You’ve got time to file and get a jump on electioneering, though I can’t think anyone would run against you.”

“Okay, I’ll mull over this crazy idea. I’ll talk with the kids and let you know. I am flattered by you thinking of me. Really.” She shook her head.

They’d reached the Green. The city offices were on the other side from Jessica’s store, so they separated. She must be the crazy one to waste a minute on this laughable idea. She let herself into her store and glanced around. She’d have been lost without this place to work and live after Ed died.

Being situated on one of the streets that surrounded the Green made everything super convenient. She walked everywhere in town with the church being up on the hill two blocks and the grocery store two block the other way. It didn’t matter what the weather. Her whole world circled around the Green. And now someone intended to destroy that.

Time for a family meeting.
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“YOU ARE SUCH A GOOD cook, Kathy. Your roast was the tenderest meat I’ve eaten in a long time.”

“Gee, thanks, Mom. I wonder who taught me?” Her daughter, dressed in her traditional navy blue slacks, topped this time with a white turtleneck, chuckled and rolled her eyes like she did as a teenager. “Let’s move into the main room for this family meeting you’ve requested. Everyone bring your drinks with you. I’ll put the snickerdoodle cookies on the coffee table.”

Jessica carried her cup of hot tea and perched on the edge of the stuffed chair to the right of the fireplace. She pulled a tube of lipstick from the pocket of her good jeans she’d paired with another of her purple sweaters. With fresh lipstick, a woman could handle just about anything.

Bobby and Bonnie, the twins, sat on the floor close to the cookies. Didn’t take too many smarts to figure out their plans.

Lori, wearing ubiquitous blue jeans and a college sweatshirt, sat in the chair across from her mom and quickly snatched a cookie. “I can read what’s going on in your minds, guys, but I got mine first.” The twins giggled.

Bob set his coffee on a coaster on the table. “So is this a contest to decide who can eat more snickerdoodles than anyone else?”

“Aw, Dad.” Bobby took two cookies and gave one to Bonnie. “We won’t eat them all.”

“Better not, young man.” Kathy settled next to her husband on the sofa with her cup of coffee. “Okay, Mom. You requested this family meeting. You’re on.”

Jessica clasped her hands around her mug of tea. Should she go through with discussing the issue with the family? She was here now. Might as well pick their brains on the matter. Maybe they would tell her how stupid the idea was of her running for the board of selectmen. Not Kathy, of course, since she’d brought up the issue as soon as they’d heard of Lonnie’s death. Surely Bob or Lori would have a good argument for why she shouldn’t take on the task.

“Several people have suggested I run to fill Lonnie’s unexpired term on the board of selectmen, and I wanted to hear what you thought of the idea.”

Silence filled the room. The grands chewed on their cookies. Jessica’s adult children met each other’s gazes before they focused that collective attention on her.

“We think it’s a super idea, Jessica.” Bob picked up his coffee.

“Yeah, Mom, from when Kathy first mentioned the idea to me, I’ve been all for you taking this on.” Lori took a bite of her cookie. “These are the best, Kathy.”

“Thanks, Lori. I’ve made my opinion clear, Mom. The town would be lucky to have you do this, even if you don’t decide to run for more than one term.”

Jessica looked at each of her kids, considering Bob her kid, too. He’d proved to be an excellent husband and father and a great handyman whenever she needed something, often thinking of tasks before she had to ask for help.

“Lori, this may impact you more than anyone else. If I run and if I win, which isn’t a forgone conclusion, I may not be able to be in the store as much as normal.

“Since my classes are all online right now, I’ve got more freedom to schedule hours at the shop than I did when I lived at college. Worst case scenario, we can hire a part-time worker or two.”

“Well, that would take care of the problem. Huh. So it looks like you’re all in favor of this crazy idea?” Her family nodded.  Jessica drew in a long breath and held it before slowly releasing it. “Let me consider this a bit more. I’m probably nuts for spending even a minute studying the idea. Besides, I know nothing about running a campaign.”

“Not to worry. I helped elect our student government president. We had way more voters involved than we have here in Tidbury. This should be a snap. Not to mention you are good friends with the owner of our newspaper.” Lori winked at her mother.

“Come on, Mom. You can do this. Sometimes we have to step out of our comfort zone to grow.” Encouragement sparkled from Kathy’s eyes.

“Huh. You seem to think I need to grow, is that right, Kathy?” And this would stretch her. Working behind the scenes suited her better, but maybe the time had come for her to put her money where her mouth had been for the last five years. Winning a seat on the Tidbury Board of Selectmen would put her in a position to stop Worley Construction. Jessica set her cup on the coffee table and stood. “Okay, I guess I’m in.”

Her family jumped up and swarmed around for a group hug with the grands yelling, “yay” running circles around the adults, even if they didn’t quite understand what the celebration was about.

“First thing is to put together a committee to help elect you, Mom,” Lori said.

“I’m sure Sue will want to be on that committee. When she first mentioned my running, she indicated she’d step in if I needed to palm off anything from the Christmas Festival Committee.” Humm. A tiny thrill of excitement ran across Jessica’s shoulders, and she shivered. Guess they were doing this.
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


Jeff walked all the way around the Green, peeking in the various stores and going in others. Several weeks had passed since he and Tony set off to tour Tidbury. Eva, Tony’s wife, had broken her ankle in a car accident, and they’d both sped back to Concord where their office was and where Tony lived with his wife and kids, who were both in college. Tony’s wife would be okay, but he’d chosen to stay in Concord to help out.

The end of September brought out the leaves along with politics. The town newspaper ran a story about a woman named Jessica Allen running a campaign against a man named Palmer Northcutt for the Tidbury Board of Selectmen. Apparently, they were running to fill the unexpired term of the guy Tony had told him had committed suicide. He wondered about the man’s wife. Hard times. He shook his head as he wandered on.

Jeff admired people who put themselves out on the line to run for public office. How could they stand all the constant scrutiny? And in a small town it must be more difficult because you’d run into people every way you’d turn, people who knew you served on the board and would want something. He had enough of that running a development company, and he lived in a larger community, where a person could more easily blend in.

He glanced in the window of a shop named Allen’s. Same name as the woman running for the board. Maybe a family member? He tried to pull open the door, but it wouldn’t give. He realized it opened inward. Must be a really old building that had been grandfathered. Nowadays, doors had to open outwards for safety.  Jeff gave it a shove and a gentle jingle overhead greeted him, followed by a comforting aroma. What is that? 

“Hi. Come in.”

An attractive woman came out from the back of the store. Her brown shoulder length hair curled slightly up on the ends and fell into her blue-green eyes. She self-consciously brushed it behind one ear.

“Can I help you with anything or are you browsing?”

Jeff jerked to attention. He’d been staring at the woman like a lovesick schoolboy. “Uh, yeah. I mean no. That’s right. I’m browsing. Do you work here?”

“Yes, I do. Actually, I own the store. I’m Jessica Allen.”

“Ah, the candidate.”

“How do you know?” Her eyebrows raised quizzically over those arresting blue-green eyes.

“Read an article in the Gazette. Isn’t that the name of your town newspaper?

She nodded. “I sometimes forget why I got into all of this. It seemed the right thing to do at the time, but campaigning is hard work. Answering all the questions for the newspaper interview. Holding campaign committee meetings. Shaking hands and shaking more hands. I mean I’ve lived in this town for almost thirty years. You’d think I’d know everyone, and everyone knew me. Apparently, when you become a candidate for the Tidbury Board of Selectmen, everything changes.”

She stopped suddenly and laughed, a low tone that hit him in the stomach. What was that about?

“Oh my gosh. I’m sorry. What came over me? I said stuff to you I’ve never mentioned to my friends or family.” She stretched out her arm. “Let’s start again. I’m Jessica Allen and you are?”

Jeff took her hand and experienced a hard to ignore zing of electricity. “I’m Jeff Hudson, I’m the developer wanting to put a retirement center on the Green.”

“Oh.” She dropped his hand and stepped back.

“Ah. Are you on the same side as the board member who died? Anti-development?” He folded his arms across his chest.

“No, I wouldn’t say anti-development at all, Mr. Hudson. I kind of like the idea of a retirement center. I may possibly make use of it myself someday if I can’t manage the stairs to my apartment.” She gestured overhead. “But not, absolutely not on our Green.”

Her fists settled on her hips, curvy enough to be interesting. Standing approximately five feet four, she had an athletic build. Not a stick of a girl. Jeff hated when you hugged a woman and had the sensation she might snap in two.

Jeff re-considered his combative stance which had encouraged Jessica Allen to take one, too. He uncrossed his arms. That wasn’t the way to win friends and influence people. Something he prided himself on doing well.

“Ms. Allen, I apologize. We seem to have gotten off on the wrong foot. I’d like to take you for a cup of coffee so we can discuss our different perspectives. I noticed Molly’s a couple of shops down the way. Could I persuade you to go there? I’ve heard they have excellent pie.”

Several expressions flitted across Jessica Allen’s open-book face. That would be a disadvantage for her in politics, but that openness certainly helped him. Finally, she removed her fists from her hips and held out a hand. “All right, let’s try this a third time. I’m Jessica Allen. And you are?”

Jeff eagerly took her hand in his again, hoping, wondering if he’d experience the zing again. Yep. Hmm. This negotiation would be interesting. “Jeff Hudson. Pleased to meet you. Can I take you for a cup of coffee?”

“If you make that tea, you’re on. Let me grab my jacket.” She stepped toward what looked like an office area, disappearing for a moment before she returned, pulling a forest green leather jacket on without waiting for assistance from him, independence in every move. “And you’ve heard correctly. Molly’s pies are famous, not only in the area but around the state. Let’s go, shall we?”

Jessica Allen led him through the door, flipping the open sign to closed and locking the door.

“Don’t you have a security system?”

“Of course, but we’re only walking down the street for a short while. Everything will be fine. This is Tidbury.”

Jeff kept between Jessica and the road because his mom had always taught him to treat a lady that way. He lost her when he was in high school, but the lessons remained. Jessica smiled and spoke to everyone they passed. Everyone seemed to recognize her. That would augur well for her campaign.

“Here we are. Molly’s. Prepare to be amazed.” Jessica sailed through the door, not waiting for him to open it for her. Independent for sure.

“Hi, Molly. I’ve brought a guest.”

“Good to see you, Jessica. Who do you have with you?”

Jessica made the introductions and added, “Mr. Hudson is with the development company that wants to put a retirement center on the Green.”

“Oh. Humph. I guess your money is as good as another. What would you like?”

“He’d like a piece of Molly’s famous apple pie, and I would, too, with a cup of my regular tea. What are you drinking, Mr. Hudson?”

“Coffee with cream, please. As I’ve wandered through town, I’ve overheard people raving about your pies, Molly.”

“You won’t be disappointed. Have a seat anywhere.” She jetted toward what must be the kitchen.

“This table by the window is perfect. Easy to enjoy the view of our Green.”

Jessica—he couldn’t think of her as Ms. Allen—settled into a seat closest to the window with her back to the door. She gestured for him to join her. Ah, he could tell what her strategy was. He did have a great view of the Green with its bandstand in the middle. People wandered across to reach the post office and town offices on the other side.

“I hope you’ll be around next month to catch what happens there. It’s quite something. Thanks, Molly.”

Molly set Jessica’s tea and his coffee on the table. “Pie will be here shortly. I’ll take a fresh one out of the oven in moments.”

“Tell me what happens in October.” He tipped the cream pitcher over his cup and stirred before he lifted his cup and sniffed. Nothing beat the aroma of good coffee. He blew over the top then took a sip. “Umm good.”

“Everything Molly makes is the best. Folks actually travel to Tidbury from all around the state to enjoy her pies and other food. She’s quite the chef.”

“In October?” He cocked his head.

“Of course. The whole community comes together to raise money for our less fortunate people. You may think we’re a fairly well-off little place nestled between the mountains the way we are with the super fancy Mount Washington Resort up the road a piece, but we have our share of hurting folks.” She sipped her tea. “Various groups and families compete to have the best scarecrow and Halloween display. Visitors and all the town buy a ticket to be able to vote on the display they think is the best. The proceeds go to our Community Center to be shared with anyone in need.”

“You sound like a socially conscious community. The kind of place we generally choose for one of our retirement centers. We checked out several locations, Jessica. May I call you Jessica?”

She nodded.

“And your town won. It’s centrally located so people from all over could take advantage of the retirement center. We’ve looked at the census numbers. This is an aging area of New Hampshire, with no other retirement center in this part of the state.”

“I appreciate you’ve done your research, Jeff. May I call you Jeff?” She threw the question back at him with an arched eyebrow.

“Of course. Am I wrong or do I hear a ‘but’ coming?”

“I had to let it cool before cutting into this.” Molly bustled up to their table. “Be careful. Hot apples will kill your tastebuds for several days.” She set two plates in front of them with pieces that appeared to be the size of a quarter of the pie.

“Wow.”

“I use extra-large pie plates. Enjoy.” Molly hurried off to greet other guests entering the café.

Jeff cut into the steaming pie, the aroma tickling his nose and making his stomach growl. “This will count for lunch.”

“It’s nearly two in the afternoon. How’d you come to skip lunch?” She blew, her lips puckering in a sensual way that caught him by surprise. What was it with his reaction to this woman?

Her eyes closed, savoring the bite of pie, and a small sigh escaped. He decided to sample what all the fuss was about. After blowing, he shoveled in a forkful. Oh, wow. His eyes closed, too, and his senses reveled in the sweet, tart, cinnamon flavors encased in the flaky crust.

“Incredible.”

“Told you so.” She pointed her fork at him and grinned. Then she scooped up another forkful of the luscious pie and popped it in her mouth, extremely satisfied with herself.

For a while they both focused on devouring the pie. After cleaning his plate entirely, Jeff moved his plate to the side and wrapped his hand around the coffee mug. He took a last sip, leaned forward, and rested his elbows on the table and his chin on his clasped hands. “Before Molly arrived with the best apple pie I’ve ever eaten, I believe you were about to tell me what your ‘but’ was.”

Her eyebrows raised.

“Well, not your butt, but the ‘but’ you started to tell me.” He stopped and shook his head. “Help me out here before I make a worse fool of myself.”

“Because I’m a kind person, I will help you out. The but is that we use the Green all year long. It’s the center of our town. Not
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