
Dedication

In memory of my Mother, Gladys Jane


  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      A TOWN CALLED LAST CHANCE

    

    
      First edition. June 17, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 D K Kerr.

    

    
    
      Written by D K Kerr.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Good People of Last Chance

Chapter 1: December 22, 2016

Chapter 2: Midnight Vigil

Chapter 3: Loss and Remberance

Chapter 4: Sticky Notes

Chapter 5: Elena and Her Brothers

Chapter 6: The Inquest

Chapter 7: Secrets

Chapter 8: Big Brother

Chapter 9: Three Hills

Chapter 10: Dory Becomes a Talker

Chapter 11: Amazon Loves Last Chance, Texas

Chapter 12: Tippies and Toes

Chapter 13: Dorie Gets Her Nails Done

Chapter 14: The American Ambassador

Chapter 15: Mr. Pho

Chapter 16: The Old Rice Hotel

Chapter 17: Who’s the Boss?

Chapter 18: Sheriff Carter

Chapter 19: May 2015

Chapter 20: Texas Blue Topaz

Chapter 21: I’ve Been Waiting for a Girl Like You

Chapter 22: Reilly and Elena

Chapter 23: Reilly and Hubs

Chapter 24: Sage in My Backpocket

Chapter 25: Star-Crossed

Chapter 26: Do As the Romans Do

Chapter 27: Simon Says

Chapter 28: Valentine’s Day in Last Chance

Chapter 29: Why Cowgirls get the Blues

Chapter 30: The Ex-Mayor of Last Chance

Chapter 31: March Lions

Chapter 32: A Visit to Cemetery Hill

Chapter 33: The Last Chance Hog Patrol

Chapter 34: The Reading Continues

Chapter 35: E.J.’s Loss

Chapter 36: Who is the Other Bob Marley?

Chapter 37: Eight is Enough

Chapter 38: The Secret Cemetery

Chapter 39: Come See About Me

Chapter 40: The Summer of 2001

Chapter 41: Big Brother

Chapter 42: Will Cooler Heads Prevail?

Chapter 43: I Love Lucy...but

Chapter 44: The Town Meeting

Chapter 45: Changing Spots

Chapter 46: Darkest Before the Dawn

Chapter 47: Thick as Thieves

Chapter 48: And in this Corner...

Chapter 49: Every Rose has its Thorns

Chapter 50: Hello It’s Me

Chapter 51: Mahogany

Chapter 52: Revelations

Chapter 53: 1975

Chapter 54: Thanksgiving 2016

Chapter 55: John Tucker's Crisis Of Faith

Chapter 56: The Ladies of Lavender Fields

Chapter 57: Con Te Partiro (Time to Say Goodbye)

Chapter 58: A Midsummer Night’s Dream

Chapter 59: Snakes on a Plain

Chapter 60: The Shelves

Chapter 61: Bonnets and Bows

Chapter 62: Mick Hardwick’s Mortal Coils

Chapter 63: The Players Are Coming

Chapter 64: The Streets of Verona

Chapter 65: Victoria

Chapter 66: The Ampitheater

Chapter 67: I Came Upon a Child of God

Chapter 68: The Holy and the Broken

Chapter 69: Christmas

Chapter 70: Adios and Goodbye

Chapter 71: A Blue Blue Christmas

Chapter 72: Christmas 2016

Chapter 73: El Milagro

Chapter 74: Somebody Saves Someone

Chapter 75: Hatty’s Faith

Chapter 76: The Book Reports

Chapter 77: Last Chance’s Legacy

Chapter 78: Ginger Cookies

Sign up for D K Kerr's Mailing List

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Good People of Last Chance
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The People of Last Chance, Texas

Boudreau, Molly — the lady who owns the adjacent property to Bob Marley

Dorsett, Carolyn — town Post Mistress

Farley, Don — the lawyer, received The Complete Works of Shakespeare

Giles, Adele — town veterinarian, married to Marlin Giles

Giles, Marlin — the town’s computer genius, received Coding for Dummies

Hardwick, Mick — the mayor (for a while), received The Mayor of Casterbridge

Jones, Elena — a young woman who received Like Water for Chocolate

Lindley, Jed — the aging Playboy who received How the Grinch Stole Christmas

Lindley, Darrin —son of Shelly and Jason Lindley, Jed’s grandson

Lindley, Victoria Pho — Jed’s first wife

Marley, Bob — owner of Jenny the wolfhound; received Marley and Me

Marquez, Pete — returning Marine, airplane mechanic, knew Ms. Harry since childhood

McCann, Hubs — Reilly’s young husband

McCann, Reilly — cowgirl who received The Art of French Cooking

Newsom, E. J. — young nurse practitioner

Newsom, Jim — the principal of Last Chance Public School, Susan’s husband

Newsom, Susan — the Last Chance school librarian

Pho, Mr. — the town’s florist and owner of Lavender Fields

Pho, Ms. Lin — owner of Tippies and Toes, Victoria’s mother and grandmother to Darrin Lindley

Russell, Dory — Ms. Harry’s best friend, received Persuasion

Sheriff Carter — one of Ms. Harry’s oldest friends

Tucker, Reverend John — the Methodist minister, received John Adams

Tucker, Shelly — widow of Jason Lindley, mother of Darrin; married to John Tucker

Winthrop, Hephaestus Jo (“Ms. Hatty”) — the librarian
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Chapter 1: December 22, 2016
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Mannheim Steamroller’s Silent Night echoed through the halls and high ceilings of Ms Dory’s stately home. The gentle piece usually ushered her into the Christmas spirit. Not this year. After listening for almost an hour, the heaviness didn’t leave. Not even the huge tree all in gold and ivory ornaments in the corner of her den, and the lavish spray of fresh holly and French-dipped candles, dissipated her slight melancholia. She padded around her house, finishing the last touches to her Christmas decorations, and thinking about her menus. 

When Sheriff Carter called her at a little before midnight to ask her to come to town, she frowned. 

“Ms. Dory, is Ms. Hatty with you? We haven’t located her yet.”

An explosion set the town’s library on fire,  burning the heavy stone building and its contents beyond salvation. The sheriff correctly assumed Ms. Dory would want to know. And he also knew Ms. Hatty, the town’s librarian considered the library Last Chance’s lifeline to civilization. The sheriff wisely called Ms. Dory when he couldn’t reach Ms. Hatty, as if her very presence could halt further destruction. He was correct. She stumbled, grabbed her coat from the library, and threw it over her robe and pajamas. 

Dory sped down her drive and slid on icy patches on the curves of the old ranch road, and later couldn’t remember navigating the slippery asphalt or the startled deer that crossed her path. Overcome with worry, she hit speed dial on her Mercedes’ onboard dual display located on the leather-bound steering wheel. The number went straight to voicemail. She reasoned, Hephestia Jo plausibly rushed to the fire, and forgot her cell.  The library was the heart of Last Chance, and its librarian her dearest friend. Hephestia Jo's pride and joy was on fire.  

The crowds fillling the street forced her to park in Homer's Grocery parking lot. She hurried along with the rest of the frightened people to the front of the huge old building. A solemn congregation formed behind the town's fire truck and Sheriff Carter's big SUV. The crowd parted when they saw it was Ms. Dory, their respect and worry for her obvious.

The library faced opposite the courthouse’s big display of Santa and his elves blinking in and out through the smoke.  The town's loudspeakers on the courthouse lawn caroled the soft, lovely sounds of O Holy Night. Scattered speakers mounted on light posts coordinated simultaneously up and down the square. The chorus drifted over the billowing wreckage, a strange counterpoint to the flames blasting through the windows. Electrical sparks shot skyward from one of the closest light poles; the light sputtered and then died. A small series of eruptions boomed, and two of the tall walls of the structure crumpled, cracking the heavy tiled roof. The roof shuddered, cracked, and folded like a closing book. The music continued its eerie accompaniment.

The gathered crowd gasped as each volley discharged more flames, and sparks rocketed upwards. When the smoke cleared from a strong blast of arctic air, two corners still held, but the others disintegrated. The fallen walls tumbled inward, while the precious books burned in evil shades of orange and indigo. 

The melody still floated overhead undaunted, piercing the cold snowy air. The chorus accompanied the unholy chaos of the utter annihilation of the historic old building. 

"Somebody turn off that dang music," ordered Sheriff Carter. He didn't have to wait long for the fire short-circuited most of the lighting as well as the recording, which ended in a soft sigh, not to complete the phrase, after the words ethereally announced...fall on your knees...Oh, hear the angel chorus .... The timer ended at midnight but the fire precipitated its programming. The ancient carol hung unfinished in the air.

Behind Dory, people moaned and screamed as the last standing corners toppled from the weight of the old roof.  The heavy black stones tumbled in a thick whoosh into the depths of the fiery purgatory, once the old Library's basement. 

Most of the townspeople, almost 5,354 men, women, and children alike, now stood hushed in the streets mourning what remained of their beautiful library. It was the proud centerpiece of their town. Appalled, they watched as the fire decimated it, the very bones of the building gone in mere minutes. The small town volunteer firefighting unit did its best, but was no match for the inferno.  The old stone and mortar building wasn't built to code and packed with flammable material. Shaking and trembling, the town grieved, most crying openly; all silent witnesses of the deathwatch, the only exception the crackling pyre and occasional shouts of firemen.

"Mama, what's gonna happen to all of our books?"

The young mother crouched to answer. "They're burnin' up, baby." 

"Oooh, Ms. Hatty's gonna be so mad!"

"This is just terrible, just terrible!" Claire Rivers and her friend Mollie Boudreau clung to each other, tears streaking their faces. "I can't remember anything this awful happening in Last Chance since we lost all those boys in the war when I was a little kid."

"Just terrible."

"At least it happened in the middle of the night," someone remarked.

"Yeah, or else Ms. Hatty would be in there. Where is she anyway? She must be fit to be tied." 

Sheriff Harold Carter scanned the grim front line of townspeople, his eyes bleak. 

"I haven't located her yet. I hoped she'd be right up here in front. Any of you see Ms. Hatty?"  Everyone replied in the negative, their faces tortured, vulnerable in their bathrobes, house shoes, and parkas. "Her car's in the parking lot. Is she anywhere in this crowd?" 

People started shouting Ms. Hatty's name. Jed Lindley, Ms. Hatty's long-time friend and her old high school sweetheart (even though she deserved better), shoved his way up to Sheriff Carter. His handsome, rugged face appeared pale and lined in the light of the fire. He shielded Dory when the volunteer firefighters yelled for the crowd to back up after another huge flare of smoke and fire detonated. The huge surge caused everyone to scream again. 

If Ms. Hatty was still in the library, she didn't survive the last blast. The blackened heap still roared with the checked fire. The building toppled, unrecognizable in broken bits. More steaming rubble burst into flames. 

"Hatty girl. Hatty girl, where are you?" Jed whispered to himself. Dory stood at his elbow, and he wrapped his arm around her in the freezing cold. "I've called and called her. You don't suppose she was working late, do you?" 

She stepped out of his hug with barely concealed distaste, and he frowned. "She often does this time of year, with the pageant coming up," she said over her shoulder. "Besides, she would have been the first person here if she knew the library was in trouble. She would be stupid enough to rush in and try to save the place." Dory gripped her cell. "I tried calling her and she's not responding. It goes to voicemail. Hephestia Jo," she said to her phone, "pick up, damn you." 

Sheriff Carter took off his Stetson, and rubbed his grimy eyes. He glanced at Ms. Dory, and took a hard look at the woman whom he'd never seen in pajamas. Underneath her full-length mink coat, he glimpsed a red velour bathrobe, red silk pajamas, and red feathery slippers. He chose not to comment, grabbed her elbow, and led her away from Jed Lindley and the crowd a few spaces. "You seen or hear from Ms. Hatty yet?"

About that time, Reilly and Hubs McCann, and Elena Jones and her brothers all rushed Ms. Dory. "Where's Ms. Hatty?" Reilly asked. Her face flushed red with agitation.

Dory glanced at the young people, Hephestia Jo's favorite kids, and hesitated. She didn't know them well, not like Hephestia Jo. "We haven't heard from her. She's not answering her phone. I don't know where she is." She glared at the sheriff.  "Charles Henry Carter, I will thank you to unhand me."

He dropped her arm as if it were a hot branding iron and stood back a pace. "Yes, ma'am. I'm afraid she was in that mess in there."

Elena Jones began to cry in earnest. Her little brothers each put an arm around their sister. 

Dory, unaccustomed to the chaos, reluctantly began giving orders. "First, you should go see if she is at home, and check to see why she left her car in the lot. Sometimes she walks home for supper, and she may have left her cell in the library. Who knows? She may have taken a sleeping pill and slept through the excitement." Dory knew she'd been having trouble sleeping. Something about her knee bothering her.

"I sent my deputy to check, first thing. That's why I called you. She's not in her house, ma'am. She didn't lock her front door and he went inside and searched. Her cell's not in the house either. I called Marlin Giles and he pinged the tower. It's not pinging anywhere. It's not online."

Ms. Dory's eyes widened, and she tried to focus on the worried sheriff. The man's face blurred, and her knees wobbled. He grabbed her elbows, both this time. He never thought she would be the type of woman to faint, but Ms. Dory came close. She shook her head, held her gloved hands out as if she were balancing, and slowly straightened. She didn't fuss at him this time while he supported her arms.

"You are certain, Sheriff?" Her usual aplomb deserted her. She held on and gripped his arms with her red steel-dipped claws without pulling away.

"Yes, ma'am. She's not at home, and her car's in the lot. I can only draw one conclusion." He gripped her arms tighter afraid she would fall.

She shook her head minutely and raised her nose to its usual height. “I’m all right, Sheriff." She took a deep breath, and started coughing....then took a step back. "It's the smoke." She cupped her leather-gloved hands over the slash of red lipstick and then dropped them. "And the shock. I hate it, but we must assume Hephestia Jo got caught in that fire." 

"Yes, ma'am. I'm sure of it."

"My poor darling girl," she shuddered.  "She couldn't possibly have survived. There's nothing left. The library is completely destroyed." She pulled her mink coat tighter and hugged it to her neck. "It looks like hell opened up and swallowed the building."

He didn't know what to say, but the Sheriff mentally agreed. He watched as Ms. Hatty's oldest friend turned and left. She held her head high, refusing to break down in front of the town. As she passed, this time patting her gently as if laying on hands would give her strength.  

The Texas Department of Public Safety's big helicopter swept its searchlights across the wreckage. Soon the news trucks with satellite hookups would head towards Last Chance, and already several reporters were stopping people for information.

"Go home folks," Sheriff Carter and his deputy told everyone. "Nothin' to see here now, and it's late. Go on home and get those kids to bed. We don't want anyone to get hurt." 

The news agencies started working the departing crowd. When news 0f Ms. Hatty’s disappearance and most likely died in the library when the old building exploded, the tragedy made national news by the next day. CNN, Fox, and all the big news channels from Lubbock, Dallas, and Amarillo poured into town.

And a week later, those same news organizations came back for the funeral.  

This was as bad as the Shakespeare Festival, thought Sheriff Carter. Worse, even. What a terrible Christmas.

The town council cancelled the Christmas Pageant. All the costumes and sets were destroyed in the fire. The Library Basement was the traditional theater. Without Ms. Hatty to direct, it wouldn't be the same. The kids were emotional wrecks, and their parents weren't in much better shape. No one felt like participating, even though one dumb jerk commented "the show must go on," and he got nothing but dirty looks. 

"Stuff it," one teenager remarked. No one contradicted the unhappy kid.

The local radio station announced there would be a candlelight vigil held at eleven p.m. for their missing librarian.
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Chapter 2: Midnight Vigil
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The town council cancelled the Christmas Pageant. All the costumes and sets were destroyed in the fire. The Library Basement was the traditional theater. Without Ms. Hatty to direct, it wouldn't be the same. The kids were emotional wrecks, and their parents weren't in much better shape. No one felt like participating, even though one dumb jerk commented "the show must go on," and he got nothing but dirty looks. 

"Stuff it," one teenager remarked. No one contradicted the unhappy kid.

The local radio station announced there would be a candlelight vigil held at eleven p.m. for their missing librarian. 

Dory cancelled her big Christmas house party she'd planned for the night before Christmas Eve. Without Hephestia Jo, she couldn't find it in herself to create any tidings of great joy. All the following day, she wandered through her house from room to room, crying and blowing her nose, with her three worried dogs trailing after her. When the time arrived to leave, she threw on her jeans and a thick flannel jacket, and grabbed her keys. 

Before she left the house, she scooped up the huge bouquet of flowers from the entry way meant for her defunct party. She gathered a handful of thick long white candles and tall glass votives. and tucked them into a big shopping bag.  

"No boys, you stay here," she told her concerned dogs. They gathered at the door, in a tight semi-circle, their eyes round, begging to go. "O.K., but no slobbering on the seat covers." The three Dobies followed her shivering with anticiptation. They climbed in the back seat of her big Mercedes, their front feet on the floorboard, and their small wiggly butts in the deep back seat. It was the first time she'd ever taken them off her property in her car. 

They'd never entered the house until last night and were never meant as pets. Most of the time, she forgot they were on the property. Once invited in the house, it didn't take them ten minutes to convert from ranch security to house pets. When she came home from the fire, the empty house was too lonely and the thought of being by herself too pitiful. She went out to the big barn where they slept in large comfortable crates. A couple of years ago, she'd received the three from her Italian family for protection, and they were beautifully trained. 

When her foreman left for her ranch headquarters, she informed him she was bringing them in the house.

"I need the company."

Her foreman nodded, knowing better than to argue with the boss. He didn't care if she wanted to bring the four big horses she insisted on keeping in the barn too. 

She didn't fall asleep, but curled up on her big leather sectional before her fireplace, ringed by their warm bodies. See Hephestia Jo? You got your way. These big guys are inside dogs now. 

The thought of Hephestia Jo's scolding brought another fresh round of crying. The little librarian loved the three Dobies, and always gave them treats when she came to lounge around the pool or have a home made Italian dinner with Dory. 

Dory wound down the steep gravel and the mesquite lined road. A light snow covered the trees and coated her car's windshield by the time she reached the ranch's tall black metal gates. Relieved, she turned onto the highway before the dropping temperature made travel hazardous.

Last Chance's streets were unusually quiet and dark. The city fathers decided to axe the Christmas Carols from the town's courthouse speakers. The night before, the library's destruction caused some streetlights to flare and explode and they weren't repaired yet. When she reached the blackened wreckage, she parked across the street.  “Don’t eat the upholstery.” Easy grinned, but the other two’s solemn faces assured her they would be good boys. “Keep him in line, will you?” 

She gathered the flowers from the front seat and shouldered the bag of votives and candles. She crossed the street, towards the front walk of the rubble, and walked as far as the crime tape allowed. Kneeling, she arranged the big spray on the black sidewalk already crowded with flowers, notes, balloons, and cards. She stuck the votives into the frozen dirt, creating a makeshift altar. Dory fished out her lighter and, shielding the flame with her hand, lit them. The flames flickered, but held. 

She stood back, and gathered her coat tightly to herself. A block down, a flickering streetlight sputtered and went out, joining its blackened companions.

She preferred the lone vigil in candlelight. Her eyes burned; the overpowering smell from the fire would linger over the town for weeks. The firefighters warned the community, it might even last a little longer. 

When cute little Reilly McCann and her husband joined her, she made no comment. Reilly tucked her arm around the older woman and laid her head on her shoulder, an unusual liberty for her. "You came a little early, too, Ms. Dory. I made Hubs bring me too."  Ms. Dory, uncomfortable with the young woman's need to console her, patted her gloved hand on her arm, but made no move to pull away. A tear slid down her own cheek.

The young man grimaced. "Pretty cold to be out so late, but hey.  Here, Reilly filled my pockets with extra tissues." 

Hephestia Jo’s body lay underneath all the rubble. The Fire Department couldn’t recover it until the Fire Marshall’s inspection. ”I can't stand the thought of her here in the dark by herself," Dory admitted and patted Reilly's hand again. The older woman realized she was grateful for the young couple's company. 

As they stood in the candle's glow, a small group began to gather, adding more flowers and candles to the impromptu altar. The crowd grew until it formed a solemn semicircle: Molly Boudreau, the Phos's with Alice and David, the Giles's, Marlin and Adele, and Reverend John Tucker and his wife, Shelly.  Don Farley and his wife Lucy stood off to the side. 

More townspeople emerged from the darkness, everyone's faces reflected shock and misery. Someone started singing Amazing Grace. And those who could sing without crying added their voices. Then Shelly Tucker, the Methodist Minister's wife, began “Peace Like a River.” Hers was the lone voice, and she wavered with emotion and struggled to finish the chorus. More people joined the singing, and several adults and older kids from the Baptist choir added their voices. The high school choir unloaded from the Last Chance ISD travel bus. When they reached the mourners, they chose to sing  “I’ll Fly Away” and “His Eye Is on the Sparrow.” It wasn't the most artistic rendition, but it was the most heartfelt. 

More candles passed from hand to hand. Reverend Tucker said a prayer, and others after him. No one could speak about the fragile woman beneath the blackened bricks.  The loss was too raw. When Dory's three Dobies found her in the crowd, she couldn't fuss at them, even though there were a few exclamations of shock. When the three big dogs passed like ghosts through the crowd to find her, she was as surprised as the folks standing by her. How had they opened the car door? She hoped her car still had doors.

* * *
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The three calmly circled her and took up their duty, leaning their bodies against her. She was grateful for their warmth.  The crowd gave her a wide berth, but the Jones brothers patted their heads, grinning, and startled, remembered to be sad.

Snow dusted everyone's shoulders and hair, and swirled around their feet, but the singing continued until the cold wind blew the candles out. 

Reilly and Hubs called to her and left, and the rest melted into the night. Dory, the Dobies, and Shelly Tucker stood in the cold until almost 2:00 in the morning. Finally, Sheriff Carter, bleary eyed, his face still streaked with soot, pulled up to the curb in his big black SUV. "You ladies need to get home and rest. Ms. Hatty's beyond our help now. No need to wear yourselves out. You'll be needing your strength for whatever comes next."

Shelly Tucker urged,”Come away, Ms. Dory. Ms. Hatty can't be hurt by the cold or the dark, not anymore. She wouldn't want you out here, worrying about her."

When the Sheriff drove away, Dory admitted, "Any time now, I expect her to immerge from the smoke. I can't believe she is gone. I want her to come home."

The reverend’s wife ignored the dogs, and tugged her towards her car. “I know, Ms. Dory. I know...but our sweet friend is home."

Easy, the most vocal Dobie agreed, "Whoof."
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Chapter 3: Loss and Remberance
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Christmas was a sad event for the folks in Last Chance. Elena Jones and her brothers ate a baloney sandwich on Christmas Day, instead of having a turkey dinner at Ms. Hatty's with Ms. Dory like they usually did. 

Dory Russell spent her holiday in Lubbock at the Overton Hotel, ordering room service the entire time, steaks for the dogs and salads for her. She drank Chiltons and too much wine, and left her room only to get ice or to take her dogs outside for long walks around the Texas Tech campus. The Overton didn't allow pets, but she slid a bundle of cash across the desk to the clerk for the privilege, and the staff ignored her three Dobermans. 

When one of the guests complained, the manager told them they were bodyguards for the Contessa.

She finally gathered her courage and drove home, going 95 miles an hour in her big Mercedes. She needed those extra days before she felt like she could manage the pain without falling apart in front of everyone. She needed to help Ms. Hatty's brother with her funeral arrangements. And she planned a doozie. People would travel from all over the country. 

The easiest way to get to Last Chance was by private plane, and Last Chance boasted two private airfields. The nearest commercial airline was 200-350 miles away. One way is to fly to Lubbock, Dallas, or Amarillo and then rent a car or take a limousine. Another was to hire a tour bus from several Texas companies and arrive in relative comfort. The KOA in Last Chance braced for the onslaught.

Jed Lindley and Mick Hardwick, the mayor of Last Chance, owned the two private airfields. Both men hadn't seen so much activity since the Shakespeare Festival, and they were hard-pressed to find room for all the private jets. If the funeral had been anywhere other than West Texas, the packed dirt couldn't have accommodated so many aircraft. Both men hoped the wind didn't kick up because their hangars couldn’t accommodate more than five small planes each. West Texas winds gusted up to 50-60 miles at times, and more than one plane might wind up in a bar ditch.

The weather cooperated on Ms.Hatty’s funeral day. The planes could taxi safely out this afternoon. Jed had enough experienced wranglers to make sure departures were as safe as arrivals. His airfield saw daily traffic during the Lavender Fields Festival and also during football season. Mick's was a little smaller, but his skilled crew was as experienced. 

The town filled with an impressive influx of upscale vehicles and chauffeured town cars. They converged from all points, lining the streets and waiting until they were needed. The Funeral home hired the extra vehicles to carry these august personages all of the two miles from the dusty airfields. 

The first responders ultimately found and identified Ms. Hatty’s body in that smoldering heap because of her titanium knee replacement and its inscribed number. The body was unrecognizable. Lubbock's sharp coroner found her knee's registration in the medical registry. Darrel Long, the mortician, carefully laid the fragile remains in the small casket. Tears formed and slid down his cheeks as he closed the lid, mourning that he could do so little for her. He'd seen Ms. Hatty only a couple of days before the fire, and she'd given him a lovely book about Texas wildflowers, his passion. He still had it in his pocket and wondered what he should do with it now.

Jed shuddered, thinking how his sweet Hatty might have suffered, as he shifted under the slight weight of the coffin's metal frame, and locked in step behind Don Farley and the other pallbearers. They marched through the news cameras outside, past the huge crowd on the grounds of the high school campus, and into the packed foyer. He wished now he'd worn his boots and jeans instead of the snug Armani suit and tight dress shoes. Earlier, he'd fought with his silk tie in the mirror, thinking Hatty was 10 pounds of trouble in a 5 pound bag when she was alive, and still was now she was dead. 

When the men reached the front of the school's auditorium, they laid the little coffin on the prepared stand surrounded by huge sprays of lilies, roses, and various other floral offerings of grief. 

Dory Russell rose from her seat on the stage and handed Jed a special spray of white lilies for the casket. Her hands shook so badly she almost dropped them, but her face gave nothing away. Jed noted her blank expression, her pallor, and wondered how such a warm and inviting woman as Hatty Jo could have had such an arrogant Pocahontas as a best friend. 

Ms. Hatty's funeral was one of the largest attended funerals in the history of Last Chance. Dignitaries from all over the state and from all over the country attended. Carnegie Mellon Library Systems sent their Docent. Ms. Hatty and she were longtime correspondents, and Last Chance's library had one of the longest-running grants from their institution. Texas Tech, the University of Texas, and Rice University sent their Docents, as did the University of Berkeley, Ms. Hatty's alma mater. 

There were others, of course, small libraries from around the state sent their librarians, who sat in a special section. They all wore white rose corsages sent by Carla Pratt from the Library of Congress, who also attended. Another large group of women was the Ladies' Democratic Party Committee who sported blue blouses with pearls. Ms.Pratt sat with Senator Wendy Davis in the center of that group beside a representative of Senator Elizabeth Warren, who sent a huge spray of white roses. Ms. Hatty met the Senator once while visiting the capital at a literacy rally, and the two kept up a regular Twitter exchange. Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez sat right behind her, next to Elena Jones and her brothers.

The high school auditorium was the largest indoor area in the town, big enough to accommodate such a crowd, and even then, it wasn't enough. Folks stood in the back and lined the walls. The crowd outside was seated on every folding chair from every church in town. 

Earlier, Jed's ranch hands set up three huge big screen TVs and speakers on a flatbed out on the school parking lot. Jed's crew cranked up the sweetest generator system. It purred so softly that the high school soprano could sing right over that thing without battin' an eyelash.  She stepped down from the stage, and three old fellas, who looked like a bunch of hippies, emerged from the wings. They carried battered guitars, but everyone forgot about their looks as they created a smooth harmonization. Afterwards, another high school kid sang the Christian rock song, Good Good Father, and the old guys sang a song about wooden ships. They followed it with another song with the lines, "Just a song before I go." Someone snapped a flash picture, and after a scuffle in the crowd, the offense wasn't repeated.

"That sure was a pretty song," ancient Edith Dockery remarked to her son. 

"It is, Mom, and those three men are the ones who wrote it. They knew Ms. Hatty years ago in college, when she went to Berkeley. They're famous." The old woman smiled and patted her son's arm.  

Scattered through the crowd were several more people Ms. Hatty knew from her Berkeley days. A Saudi prince rubbed elbows with the local mailman while an aging Hollywood starlet, who was a notable Academy Award-winning actress, sat by a young mother with three small children, all with dripping noses and sticky fingers. Many authors, poets, and artists of note had come to pay their last respects to the little librarian.  

After Reverend Tucker, Ms. Hatty's minister claimed the privilege to speak first, and he told the gathering how Ms. Hatty was indispensible to the community, and described several of the memorable achievements throughout her life, she’d received the American Library Award in 1999, the Texas Library Association Fellow in 2005, the Carnegy Corporation Most Valued Librarian Award in 2010, and the American Literacy Achievement Award in 2014. 

He mentioned several of the books she insisted he read, from Pope Francis’s writings to Martin Luther King Jr.’s sermons. He extended his condolences to her brother, his wife, and two college-aged nieces sitting in the front row, then recited Ms. Hatty’s favorite prayer, the one she had framed in the library just as Mother Theresa had hers written on the wall in her Calcutta orphanage.” He took a deep breath and fought for control. In a tender voice, he read, 


“People are often unreasonable, irrational, and self-centered.  Forgive them anyway.

If you are kind, people may accuse you of selfish, ulterior motives.  Be kind anyway.

If you are successful, you will win some unfaithful friends and some genuine enemies.  Succeed anyway.

If you are honest and sincere people may deceive you.  Be honest and sincere anyway.

What you spend years creating, others could destroy overnight.  Create anyway.

If you find serenity and happiness, some may be jealous.  Be happy anyway.

The good you do today will often be forgotten.  Do good anyway.

Give the best you have, and it will never be enough.  Give your best anyway.

In the final analysis, it is between you and God.  It was never between you and them anyway.” 


He coughed, took a sip of water from the glass at the podium and swallowed with his eyes closed. He opened his eyes slowly and said,“Now, I want to remind you, Ms. Hatty wasn’t Mother Theresa.”

Laughter filled the audience. “She was irascible, stubborn, and blind to her own faults. She believed the cure for every failing of every problem was a lack of information. Therefore, she believed the more information one had at one’s disposal, the fewer problems one experienced. For the last week, I spent thanking our maker for the joy of knowing Ms. Hatty.”  His words brought down the house with a fresh outbreak of sobs and sniffles.

He stepped back and gestured to the stage manager, and the actor, Matthew McConaughey, exited from behind the curtains to excited applause. He stepped up to the mike and waited for everyone’s attention. In his typical gracious way, he acknowledged the family, the dignitaries, and Ms. Hatty's community. And then he commented, "Knowledge is a powerful thing, and those dispensing knowledge are the most powerful." When he described their library, it was as if it had been a living, breathing entity. 

“This one library sat like a jewel in a crown, and from its inception, the townspeople prospered. It was a true miracle in the desert, expanding culture, and preserving history. Not since the loss of the library of Alexandria of ancient Egypt has such a loss affected everyone who loves books. This tragedy, this unholy act could impact generations, and possibly longer—if Last Chance chooses not to rebuild.” The gleam in his eye indicated he knew the likelihood impossible.

“The names of the Alexandrian librarians are remembered through the ages. Zenodotus of Ephesuus, Callimachus, Hypatia, and Euclid are some of those famous people. And we can claim Hephestia Jo Winthorp.  

Ms. Hatty will not be forgotten. She and the library were synonymous. I’m not here to eulogize Ms. Hatty alone. Because she was the library. 

Losing her cuts a deep gash in the community of scholars across the country. But for Last Chance, her absence means heartbreak.  Ms. Hatty had "the librarian thing" down to a fine art, but she had the human thing down to perfection. She could gauge in an instant just what someone needed to know and how to provide the answer. 

Heads nodded. Didn't everyone say Ms. Hatty could tell what book someone should read?

He ended with a humorous story of the first time he met Ms. Hatty several years ago at a dinner party in Dallas hosted by the billionaire, Ray Hunt. “I had the honor of being placed next to her. To make polite conversation, I asked her if she knew what she was eating, and she grinned and responded, "Yes, fried bull testicles." He laughed. "In Austin, we call them mountain oysters." The crowd laughed.  Then she asked him if he'd read Obama's book, What is Best in America? 

"I had to admit I had not read it. She grinned, accused me of being a Republican, and I told her I was just an American, and she gave me the highlights of the book and told me I could have her copy. For the rest of the meal, I realized I sat by the most interesting person in the room. And there were many interesting people in the room that night. She didn't dominate the conversation. But whenever she spoke, we listened."

"I look around at you fine people and want to know how many of you have read any of President Obama's books?" This caused a little more laughter. "Yes? You have? More than one?" He laughed and pointed at several people who acknowledged they'd read the books at Ms. Hatty's urging.

"I'm not surprised. I found out today that Last Chance has the highest literacy rate in the state. Do you have any idea, how phenomenal an accomplishment you’ve reached? How much intellectual power resides within your city limits? Artists of the finest calibre, the writers’ community, and one of the most active semi-professional actors’ studio all chose your town, rivaling Santa Fe or Fredericksburg. I knew it was the home of a well-attended Shakespeare Festival, Lavender Fields. Every year since 1992, and each year it gets bigger... Twenty-five years. What an achievement!" There was a smattering of applause. 

"I also learned your town's children go on to some of the finest institutions for higher learning. These children come from all economic strata, and many bring their intellectual gifts back to Last Chance. They are your teachers, your doctors, and your business owners.” 

He grinned when he related how there was a higher percentage of Democrats in Heck County than anywhere in the state, "and that includes Dallas and Harris Counties." 

"A lot of good that did us," Mrs. Cecil Puryear said in a stage whisper to her neighbor, Mrs. Blanche Brooks, causing everyone to laugh at her comment. Both were elderly, widowed ladies who were extremely active in the DAR and the Women of the DNC.

The actor ended his speech by reading the last email he received from Ms. Hatty, congratulating him on his recent movie role. She recommended several new books he should read, and offered an invitation for dinner when he came through this part of the world. "And we all know, one of Ms. Hatty's dinners was not to be missed." Heads nodded in the crowd, murmurs through the sniffles. "I'm only sorry I didn't get to make that date, my friend. I'm so glad I got to know you. It was a pure pleasure," he said to the little white casket. See, Ms. Hatty? Everybody you met knew you were somethin' wonderful, somethin’ special.” He took up his notes as the audience erupted in applause while he sat next to Dory Russell.

Her friends and neighbors caught each other's eyes with tears and pride for their own hometown sweetheart.

Jed Lindley watched Dory carefully, knowing she would be next to speak. He had to grudgingly admit she was still a pretty woman, with her youthful figure and understated elegance. She was so unlike Hatty. The stubborn woman let her long blonde curly hair go gray, wore those long gathered skirts, and embraced the aging hippy look.  Dory remained toned, stylish, and sophisticated. Her long jet black hair curled in an effortless sleek chignon. She rarely needed to emphasize her large black rimmed hazel eyes that could cut right through a man. And often did.

Today she wore black from head to toe; her tailored wool suit screamed Chanel, and her five-inch heels were Manolos. The woman knew her fashion even out here in the sticks. She didn't bank much in town, and locals didn't know the true depth of her wealth, but she lived extravagantly, even by his standards. She traveled extensively, owned a house full of elegant things, with a security system that rivaled his, and was able to look after her holdings as well as any man. She was dead aim with a .45. Her purse sat by her chair, and he would bet ten grand she had at least a .38 in the small black satin clutch, and probably one hidden somewhere in her jacket. 

Just because people were Democrats didn't make them fools.

When Dory stood, she cleared her throat and looked over the crowd. As she walked to the flower-covered dais, she smiled through her unshed tears at the little casket and held tightly to the wooden lecture stand so she wouldn't shake. When she spoke, her voice was clear, deep, and rich, and she didn't try to disguise her distinctive Texas timbre. Her drawl was slightly more pronounced in her nervousness. 

"I am a reader because of Hephestia Jo Winthorp. I love books because Hephestia Jo taught me to love books. The smell of them, the feel of them in my hands, the secrets I knew they were about to reveal when I took one down from a shelf and began an adventure. I love them because I loved Hephestia Jo, and she loved them too. 

She would take a book, hand it to me, and say, "Here's one you should read. It will change your life." And it would be about Paris, or about the Holocaust, or about the streets of New York, and I could sit in my living room on my ranch, far from any city lights, and find myself in a world I had yet to know and discover. 

I never realized how those experiences motivated me to see the world as someone "other" than a small town girl living down a long dusty dirt road. When I was able, I chose to go to Paris, to Auschwitz, and I walked the streets of New York City. And the places in my imagination, described by the words in the books Hephestia Jo gave me, did not let me down, but instead gave me a deeper appreciation for the reality of the experience. 

The first time I went to the famous museum, the Louvre in Paris, I fought back tears, to see the reality of the beauty I knew only from books. I stood in front of a real Michelangelo or Da Vinci, and could feel the artist's passion for the work. I walked the paths of Auschwitz, and felt a borrowed and deeply painful despair and the resolve to remember the past so the atrocity would never happen again.

I grew, learned, and changed again, and she inspired me to know and see more. Because Hephestia Jo challenged me to really understand the depths of what I was seeing, what I was experiencing. She made it so real for me; I felt like I had been to all those wonderful places before I ever stepped foot out of Last Chance. And when I did discover the places and things, it was like meeting old friends.

I will never be the same because of Hephestia Jo. How many of you can say the same thing? If we went around the room, every one of you would have a story that would be about the time Hephestia Jo gave you a book and it changed your life forever. And she kept giving you a book. And kept giving you another one. And your worldview kept expanding. Every time. Here's the astounding part....whether you read the book or not! Your life either got smaller or it got bigger. And eventually you started realizing you better read that book and stop arguing with yourself. Because if you didn't come into the library, she would chase you down where you worked, or at Homer's Grocery." She paused, looking across the audience, and finding him, she said, "I'm sorry, Homer. Hephestia Jo's huge book bag emptied every time she went shopping. You poor man. You probably got the worst of it."

There was a smattering of laughter, and Homer Stephens grinned shyly as people patted his shoulder. Dory took a moment to pull a tissue from her pocket and dabbed her eyes. The laughter quieted down, and there were more audible sniffs.

Dory's voice wavered a bit, "She had the best common sense of anyone I ever met, and the best heart of anyone I ever knew. I can't say much more because I ...am unable to fully capture her impact ...also ...I'm not going to say more because there is too much to say and I could keep you here all day. If you know me well, you know I'm not a big talker. The talker was Hephestia Jo.(More scattered laughter.) And, you all know that Hephestia Jo Winthorp was my best friend, and there will never be another like her. She wouldn't want us to moan and groan about her death, but would want us to find some meaning and use for it. I choose to think first thing she would want us to do is to rebuild that library. I believe we have to do this, or we would descend into an indescribable mediocrity. Hephestia Jo's heart would break. 

And I am going to find some way to rebuild our library, if it is the last thing I ever do."

The crowd inside and out rose almost as one, shouting and applauding, until finally Dory raised her hands, embarrassed by the outburst. They reluctantly calmed and quieted in small, hesitant groups.  Dory took the moment to gain her composure while the buzz died down.

"And Hephestia Jo would want us to keep reading and searching for our own truths, and she would want us to find a way to bring light to those that needed it the most... those children and adults who needed the library as a sanctuary and a place of hope. We can't let her good works go to the wayside. I wish she knew how much we appreciated the things she did that had nothing to do with Library Science... and everything to do with being a decent human being. That's why she kept giving us books and offering new ideas and meaning behind someone else's words. She was wise and generous that way. She wanted us to find our own paths, our own successes, and our own wisdom, not hers." 

Dory stopped for a moment, and shuffled through her notes, found what she wanted and raised it up. "Today I have someone else's words that are better than mine...because Hephestia Jo gave me the resources to find them.... She wouldn't want us to waste time mourning her, and would encourage us to get to work. Let's use these words from Mary Elizabeth Frye to heal our broken hearts... and resolve to be the type of people Hephestia Jo always believed we could be: 

Dory paused, took a deep breath, and began to read; her words floating over the listening crowd like a musical note that held so sweetly you sat forward, yearning to hear more:


"Do not stand at my grave and weep, I am not there," she read. "I do not sleep. 

I am a thousand winds that blow. I am the diamond glint on snow. 

I am the sunlight on ripened grain... I am the gentle autumn rain... 

When you awaken in the morning's hush I am the swift uplifting rush... O quiet birds in circled flight. 

I am the soft stars that shine at night. 

Do not stand at my grave and cry: I am not there... 

I did not die."


Dory raised her head and scanned the audience. "It's said, Doctor Frye wrote those words on a paper bag. I believe Hephestia Jo would appreciate that story, because human expression, words once written, no matter where or how, bring us beauty, comfort, bring us light. My dear Hephestia Jo brought us light every day of her life." 

The muffled sobs and sound of people blowing noses were the only noises heard for the next few moments. Dory struggled with her composure, gathered her notes, and went back to her seat. A soft strain of a solitary voice rose from the back of the auditorium, singing “Morning Has Broken.” The young woman's rendition was so haunting and melancholy when the song came to a close, there was no whisper of sound. 

The Reverend John Tucker stood once more and gave the last prayer for Ms. Hatty, and at its close, invited the townspeople and dignitaries to a memorial supper and barbecue in the adjoining white tents, where catering trucks were gathering, hosted by the town council. Then he gestured to the pallbearers who threaded their way out to the waiting limousine, for Ms. Hatty's last trip through Last Chance. 

The entire group followed, walking behind the funeral home's sleek black limousine, down the street and up the hill. They climbed to the promontory overlooking Last Chance, where the city fathers established the town's cemetery. As the limo drove slowly up the drive, the townspeople spread out over the grassy area and waited for Ms. Hatty's coffin to be laid to rest under the only tree, a large battered old oak, which miraculously survived its share of lightning strikes and hailstorms. 

After a little shuffling,  Ms. Hatty's brother, a prominent lawyer from San Francisco, her sister-in-law, and her two pretty nieces ducked under the royal blue canopy provided by Hardwick’s Funeral Home. They were a little overwhelmed and uncomfortable by the attention and the celebrities, but gracious to those who loved Hatty. Reverend Tucker said another prayer, and the family laid more white roses on the casket.  

Now that the library was gone, and Ms. Hatty was no more, the blow to the most fragile members of the community would be devastating. Ms. Hatty was not only the librarian. She was the driving force behind everything the library accomplished. It was now the community's responsibility to continue in her great traditions. 

So many people in the cortege smiled and shook their heads in bewilderment. The new library would be a monument to their dear friend. Where would they build it? And who would be the new librarian?

One person in the audience assessed the crowd bitterly. She would not be missed by everyone.

* * *
[image: ]


A rather odd assortment of people sat in Don Farley's office, wondering what in the world they were doing there. Don was being rather cagey about the whole thing, and acting a little irritated, but he sat them all down amidst the cheap 80's decor, and cleared his throat. 

For Last Chance's most prominent lawyer, his office didn't mesh with his personal grooming habits and sense of style. One would expect bell-bottoms and padded shoulders to go with the green shag carpet, brown fake wooden paneling, and low ceiling tiles.  The tiles sagged from tea colored water stains from ancient leaks and damage, intermittent hailstorms Last Chance suffered on occasion. His old massive wood desk dominated the room, with its old-fashioned leather blotter and antique phone reflected some portion of the man's serious occupation.

"I called you here because we have one last message from Ms. Hatty. Now don't get your hopes up, folks....This has nothing to do with Ms. Hatty's will, because she left everything to her brother, and I had that discussion before he left town. This is about something else entirely... 

Ms. Hatty had a peculiar habit of picking out books for all of us," he began, "and sometimes it was dang irritatin’, and sometimes it was just plain none of her business to be giving advice about something she shouldn't. But that is neither here nor there, because if you didn't read the dang book, you made a mistake, and if you did read the dang book, and took the advice, you learned something, and you got smarter, richer, and happier, and that is the long and short of it, and we all know it to be true."

"So, that's why you're all here. A last message from our Ms. Hatty. A last gentle push. She's not here to clarify why she left you these books, because you can't go ask her questions and can't go get her opinions like we were all accustomed to doing. Lord knows I spent many an afternoon drinking that God-awful tea she made and eating her ginger cookies, which I will miss to my dying day, and I have no idea what any of this means. She had these books in a box in the back of her car, which she did on occasion.  Some she pulled out of circulation from the library, or some are from her own book collection. 

When her brother was here, staying in her house, he wondered where her own collection had gone. He told me he couldn't find more than a handful of her personal books and supposed she added them to the shelves of the library for everyone to read. I had no idea she bought books with her own money for the library. The town didn't pay her enough to do that. Anyway, I don't understand this collection at all." The frazzled lawyer rubbed his chin and continued. "Good Lord, Jed. She left you How the Grinch Stole Christmas, and it's a beat-up old copy that's seen its better days! Guess we can rule out some sinister message from the grave." 

Jed wasn't the only ladies' man in Last Chance, but he was the most notorious and held the title for the longest time. The aging Playboy stood up and reached for the battered children's book, took it, and sat down. He ran a strong, tanned hand across the cover, his expensive gold watch winked in the strong fluorescent light overhead, and he shook his head. "No telling why she wanted me to see this, Don. We may never know the reason. I knew her for over fifty years, and she still surprised me." He thumbed through the soiled pages, most smudged, and many corners bent or torn, and glanced at the well-loved rhymes. "This makes no sense to me. Before looking at that pile, I was going to say she culled them from circulation because they were worn out, but some of those books look almost new. The least she could do was give me a new copy." 

Everybody laughed. 

"Mr. Marley, I know you generally checked out Louis L'Amour books from the library, but Ms. Hatty marked this book for you. It's called Marley and Me. I have to say, I really liked that book." Don placed the book in the grumpy old man's hands, and he held it like it was going to bite. "It's about a dog." 

"There's a dog on the cover." 

"Well, it's about a dog," said Don.

"I don't like dogs." 

"Well, I can't help you there, Mr. Marley. She left the book for you, anyway."

"What in the world was that fool woman thinking of, to give me a book about dogs? I don't like dogs." 

"This is our dilemma, Mr. Marley," Dory said. "None of us can explain her odd choices."

"If she were here, I would tell her to find something else for me to read. Since she isn't, I guess I'll give it a try. When he realized it was the last book she would ever give him, he held it tighter.  

Don handed a small book to Elena Jones. She thumbed through her book and wrinkled her nose. "I got a copy of Como Agua Para Chocolate, which I think means Like Water for Chocolate in Spanish. It's all in Spanish. I don't speak Spanish much or read Spanish very well at all. Just because my great-great-grandma was from Mexico doesn't mean I know the language. Guess I'll have to get my Tia to help me read it."

Reilly McCann sat next to Elena Jones, her best friend. Don handed her a copy of The Art of French Cooking by Julia Child. It was a familiar copy, one that Dory recognized. The book covered her entire lap, and Reilly and Elena laughed. "This has got to be a mistake!" 

"Hey, I'll trade ya,” Elena said. "I made some of those recipes with Ms. Hatty. Why would she give that book to you? You can't cook. You don't even eat much."

"This is Hatty's personal copy, Reilly. The two of us have used that book for years. I know those recipes like the back of my hand," Dory said. "Maybe she meant for you two to cook together like we did."

Ms. Hatty had written a note inside. It read, "To Reilly, Love, Hatty Winthorp."

"I don't want to cook, and I didn't really mean to start. Just not something I ever cared about. I don't know why she would give this to me. I would rather have Marley and Me. I like dogs."

"Another of Hephestia Jo's mysteries. I never knew her to give her personal books to people to keep before. In fact, I feel she was giving these books to us, not just checking them out from the library. How unusual. It's as if she knew something was going to happen." Dory patted the girl's hand. "Keep the book. Who knows? She always was a step ahead, one way or another. Somehow she thought you were going to need it."

The room sat silent for a second, as if Ms. Hatty's words coming from Dory reminded them all how close Ms. Dory was to the little librarian. Ms. Dory's new role as Ms. Hatty's surrogate wasn't lost on the group gathered in the dingy office. Did Ms. Dory realize it?

"I got a hell of a book too, and it's a doozy. The collected works of Shakespeare. I guess Ms. Hatty wanted me to start working on our scenes for next year's Shakespeare Festival." Don indicated the large tome on his desk. "Once I would have thought I didn't have time to read them all. Now that she's gone, I guess I'll just take the time."

"Will we still have the Festival? Hephestia Jo coordinated the majority of the activities. I can't imagine how we will manage without her," Dory said.

"I think we should," Don said. His confidence seemed a little forced. "The committees are formed, and it's run smoothly for years. We'll be fine. We just have to shore up what Hatty covered. Sure, it won't be the same without her, but we can make do. Don't you think it's what she would have wanted?"

Don handed Dory Russell a new copy of Persuasion by Jane Austen. "Odd," Dory said. "Hephestia Jo told me she thought this book was one I wouldn't appreciate. What made her change her mind?" 

Don shrugged. "I haven't read that one either. Don’t think I've ever seen it on the shelves, though it has the library stamp on it."

Dory flipped through the pages and pursed her lips. "I'm a huge fan of Jane Austen, but Hephestia Jo had such a low opinion of this particular book that I never picked it up. I remember our conversation. Why do you think she wants me to read it now?"

Don shook his head. "I wish I knew, and if we find any clues, would y'all be willing to share them with us someday? I'd like us to read the books and come back and give a report. He turned to Mick Hardwick and handed him a copy of The Mayor of Casterbridge. 

"This is a joke," Mick said. "I've read this book before, and I know what it's about." He threw the copy on Don's desk and stood up. "Hatty had her faults, and minding other people's business was the biggest one. I've better things to do than sit around and try to figure out how Hatty was trying to meddle this time. And if you'll take my advice, the rest of you will too." He sat back down in a huff. But he grabbed the copy of Mayor of Casterbridge and held it in his lap, as if he didn't want anyone else to take it.

Don handed the next tattered black and yellow book to Marlin Giles, the town's computer genius. He considered Ms. Hatty his mentor. "Marlin, this makes no more sense than the others do." 

Marlin turned the battered copy of Coding for Dummies over in his hands. "This book may be responsible for my career in computers," Marlin said. He was a senior computer analyst for Apple Computers who worked more from home these days.

Everyone nodded, and Marlin held the book reverently, remembering the day he met Ms. Hatty. His eyes grew very bright. "She gave this very copy to me when I was a kid," He looked up at everyone who was listening intently. He smiled at the people in the room. "She probably pulled it from circulation after ordering a new one. This one has seen its better days." He thoughtfully opened the book and turned through some of the pages. "I practically memorized every page." Martin's deep, rich voice left everyone feeling his reverence. The group smiled at his sentimentality.

Marlin thumbed through the old book. “I’ve no objection to a report on what we discover. As soon as the town finds out Ms. Hatty left us these books, everyone will want to know. We might as well give a book report to each other. And I'd bet twenty dollars, Howard is outside ready to talk to anyone who will tell him what Ms. Hatty's last act was all about so he can write about it in the Gazette." 

"I don't see any harm in talking to him," Don agreed. A knock on the door, and Don called, "Come in." 

Penny Jean, Mick's secretary, stuck her head in the door, "When you have a moment, I need to talk to you." She'd walked across the street from the courthouse, where the mayor's office took up the left wing.

"Later." Penny Jean shook her head at her boss's curt reply and shut the door. Everyone else sat in embarrassed silence. 

"She left John Addams by David McColluch for you, John."

The Methodist minister smiled. "I've been meaning to read this one. It was on my to-do list. I read his 1776." Reverend Tucker took the book and sat back in his chair. He glanced at the back. "1,000 plus pages. I have my work cut out for me! Wonder what mysteries hide between these covers?"

The Mayor's secretary, Penny Jean Barnett, opened the door again, ignoring her boss's exasperated groan. "Mick, people are wanting to return books, and I don't know where to take them. What do you want us to do with them? There's hundreds, maybe thousands of returns. And Howard is out here wanting to know what is going on."

They could hear Howard's booming voice, "If they're having a closed-door meeting of the Town Council, I'm reporting on it!"

"Let Howard in before he has apoplexy," Mick said. "Penny Jean, stack the books in the foyer at City Hall, and we'll think of something."

Howard entered ready to bluster, but when he found two teenage girls, the old codger, Bob Marley, Dory Russell, and the Reverend, he realized he wasn't in a council meeting. "What's going on here, folks?"

Don quickly explained Ms. Hatty's books, and Howard began jotting down the titles and everyone’s names. "That woman was a wonder. Still a story at least once a month...Now what about the returning books? There could be thousands out in the community. I can post in the Gazette where the interim collection area locations are until we make plans for the new library."

Everyone in the room turned in unison and looked at Dory Russell, who seemed shocked by the attention. She thought for a moment and said, "If Hephestia Jo were here, she'd want to catalogue those books and store them until we make arrangements, and I do admit I've been thinking about how we should go about it. I've wanted to approach several of you, and this seems the appropriate time. Howard, I want your opinion too."

She folded her long fingers on her knees and leaned forward, unaware how everyone leaned in too. "Our old Catholic Church at the edge of town. Since it's no longer in use and has very few maintenance needs, it could be repurposed as a library. I've seen it done in other small towns. What do you say? Who would like to make a call to the diocese and see what we can negotiate?"

"Since you're the only Catholic in the bunch, why don't you see if we could get permission, Ms. Dory?” Don turned to the others, “Not sayin' it's what we should do, folks, just gettin’ the lay of the land. Mick, what do you think?"

Mick shrugged. "Could work." He didn't seem too excited about the idea, but he seemed to have lost some of his civic ambition these days.

"There ought to be at least some discussion about a new facility on the old site, Don," Bob Marley added. Heads nodded. "It’s always been a great location.”

Dory continued, “Meanwhile, if Carolyn Dorsett lets us, we could utilize the post office to pack and store the books as they come in. They are property of the people after all, aren't they?" Carolyn was the harsh-faced Post Master of Last Chance. She had a brood of six, which kept Ms. Hatty busy for the past few summers. Carolyn was one of the most vocal mourners at the funeral, blowing her nose loudly and breaking into sobs. She didn't have a clue where her kids could go now that the library was gone. And Ms. Hatty would have found all of them college scholarships. She was inconsolable.

Dory looked at her listeners, "And the post office already has bins and boxes we can borrow. There was never any doubt in my mind the town would want to rebuild the library. The old church would save the town an exorbitant amount of money, using a structure that is a sufficient size and is just going to ruin." Her calm voice and confidence in her plan reminded them all her influence was as effective as Ms. Hatty's. She could be a force in and of itself in their little town. 

Howard chimed in, "Folks could return books by just putting them in their home mailboxes, or in the blue mail collection boxes. It'll add some weight, but Gerald's deliveries have changed now that everyone orders so much on the internet. That's why they gave him that big delivery truck a year ago."

"Carolyn will have to approve that too, but I think that is a fine solution," Don said. "What do you think about adding a line item about a new library, Mr. Mayor? In bigger towns, the mail carriers pick up food for food banks. I know they do that in Lubbock. Maybe we can get them to pick up the books, too."

There was a pause, as the irascible Mick scanned the people in the room. His strong, deeply lined face, as disagreeable as ever, showed very little encouragement. Finally, he said, "I guess. Makes no difference to me." 

A new library for Last Chance was in the works.
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