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    To the sisters of the heart who have always given me a shoulder to lean on no matter what life brings

      

    


OPEN BOOKS AND COFFEE CUPS
Traversing the Waters Mystical Bookstore

Delia’s Story

PROLOUGUE 

Delia jumped as the lightning lit up her bedroom once again before she  finished adding the last of her suitcases in the modest pile by her bedroom door. In the morning, she would be starting her new adventure, interior design at Bar Harbor College. The nerves still tingled through her but having the three friends who were like sisters beside her made it not so terrifying. They had found instant friendship in Kindergarten and had never let anyone break their bond. Glancing into the hallway, she shook her head as Josephine dragged her favorite pink stuffed elephant into her massive pile of belongings. Josephine, Sarah and Ella were taking their entire lives into the small dorm rooms. Delia had grown up treasuring being frugal and modest. She had moved in with Meme Elsie her sophomore year of high school when her mother left town to follow her second husband to New York. Her father had already been gone living a new life in Spain for three years before that. Meme never made her feel like a stranger but embraced Delia with open arms. As the loud rumble of thunder shook  the house, Delia’s tiny fingers brushed across the chunky class ring she wore around her neck. Interior design was her passion but watching the man of her hearts play baseball fulfilled her. Josephine’s twin brother, Dustin, had carried Delia’s heart for as long as she could remember. He had given her his ring in the fall as they walked among the apple trees, and she had been dreaming of weddings and babies ever since. Everything had been perfect until just before graduation. He had a visit from an AAA league scout who informed him that he had major talent. Dustin had put off his full scholarship for Vanderbilt University but as the days had passed, he had grown restless.  He hadn’t even shown up for their going away party this afternoon. Delia’s pager buzzed as the rain outside turned to hail. The numbers were Dustin’s code for meeting at the baseball field. Swinging her beat up yellow car onto the muddy grass she threw her raincoat over the frizzy red curls. Sloshing her way through, she found Dustin in the dugout sitting with his head in his hands. 
“D, what’s wrong?”, He didn’t answer, just silently continued to shake. Lightly, she touched his shoulder., “D, talk to me. You’re scaring me.”
With a growl, he shrugged her away. Dustin’s short black curls fell into his face as he stood and started to briskly pace. Finally, his eyes found hers ,tortured and conflicted.  
“I got a call a week ago from that scout. They want to give me a tryout day after tomorrow for the Yankees AA league. I’m pretty much assured a contract for the rest of the season.”
Delia’s bright green eyes glittered. 
“That’s amazing! It’s everything we’ve talked about. I’ll call Bar Harbor Monday and tell them I’m waiting a year. I’m sure...”
As she reached for him, he stepped back the deep amber eyes suddenly growing cold. 
“No!”, Turning away from her, he crossed his arms haughtily.,  “You are just going to be in my way and taking over everything like you always do. You are too clingy, and I need to do what is most important for my career. I can’t have you taking all my air.”
“What?”, She croaked shattered., “Dustin, you don’t mean it! You are just trying to force me to go to college.”
“What is not clear here?.”, He growled pushing away the hand on his arm., “This is over. I’m going to be the best ball player there ever was, and I’m going to get there all on my own. Don’t call me. Don’t bother me. I have nothing else to say to you.”
Fury and hurt shot through her. Ripping the ring off her neck she threw it across the field. With a strangled sob, she turned and never looked back.
––––––––
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(7 YEARS LATER)

The firepit hissed, sending up an orange glow against the midnight-colored sky. Stars peppered across the swirling clouds as Delia stared awestruck once more. There were so many nights when she had snuck out and rode her bike to  Lake Waukashee just to lay on the warm black stone filled shore and watch the stars above her. When was the last time she could gaze up and find the constellations so clearly?  Living in Washington DC, the modern spotlights and bright city lights usually blocked a view like this. As her phone vibrated, she let an annoyed sigh fall from her lips. Hurriedly, she replied to the email then switched the device to do not disturb. The last hour had been spent catching up on design proposals  and emailing a last sketch design agreement to a senator’s wife. They were moving into a Georgian style townhome, and he wanted it to reflect his not only his prestige but his ability to buy whatever he wanted. Slipping the device into her suede jacket, Delia brought herself back to what was most important. Flipping her waist length, auburn hair behind her tiny shoulders she slid back against the double seated glider. A tiny, short blonde plopped down beside her without a word.  Quickly Delia grabbed the offered flannel blanket snuggling into it.  
“I had forgotten how cold it gets in Vermont.” Delis murmured.
Ella sipped her chardonnay with a teasing laugh. 
“It’s only the last week of September. There’s still plenty of late summer. You just get cold too easily.” 
“I can feel when fall is coming.”
“Here comes the mystical forecasting.” Ella bantered back.
Delia playfully swatted her as a tall raven-haired girl stepped out of the shadows adding wood to the firepit. 
“Some things never change when it comes to the two of you annoying each other.”
“Sisters of the heart.” Ella, the blonde, replied bittersweetly. 
Josephine stretched her 5’9 frame and found the wooden rocker across from them. Her chestnut eyes clouded over as she stared intensely at the flames.
“When we were young, we made a pact.”
“We vowed to always protect and stand beside each other.” ,Ella finished with a waver in her voice. The jade-colored eyes filled with tears., “When one is broken, we stand together to find the pieces.”
“And now Sarah needs us to be her anchor.”, Delia answered with a hiccup., “It’s still so surreal that he’s gone. I keep waiting for her to break, but she walks around like she’s in a trance.”
“If it wasn’t for Lizzie needing her, I don’t think she would have kept it together this long.”
Silence filled the night as they gazed out over the fields. 
“We’ve had a week to think about this.”, Josephine continued with a shaky breath. Delia and Ella exchanged glances and quick nods., “I never take time off. Being an icu nurse, there isn’t much of a chance because of the short staffing. I’ve got plenty of vacation time saved. I can take it and start figuring out what my next steps are to moving back here.” 
“I had already resigned my teaching position with the wedding being called off. I was planning on moving back here for a little while anyway.” Ella whispered sadly. 
Delia listened to her friends and fought through the emotions swirling inside of her. It was true she could work anywhere, but this was the last place she wanted to come back to permanently. The town of Opal only held tragic memories of family leaving her behind and a shattered heart. For Sarah, though, she would try to begin again without hesitation. 
“Delia, you are making that conflicted face.” Josephine reached into her head.
Quickly, Delia replied.
“Sarah’s stubborn and independent. What if she thinks we are just treating her like an obligation?” 
“She has no other family.”, Josephine argued., “Her mom lives an hour away and you saw how well it went having her here for just a few days. She has her own life. Jack’s parents are in North Carolina and don’t want anything to do with coming back here. Lizzie is only four, and Sarah is trying to run the bookstore without much help. Our sister needs us here.” 
“She’s going to accuse us of giving up our lives for her and Lizzie.” Delia snapped.
“Are you sure this is about Sarah’s stubbornness, or your refusal to give this town another chance.”
“That’s not fair.” Delia argued.
Ella listened knowing that Delia and Josephine could debate anything until those around them fell asleep from boredom. Her mind floated to all the boxes she had just put into storage. Her fairytale had been destroyed by a loss of trust in spectacular fashion. There was nothing she needed to go back to, no job or prince of her dreams waiting for her any longer. 
“We need to make her see we aren’t giving up anything, just rethinking our paths.” Ella interrupted putting an end to the disagreement.
The night grew quiet again before Delia looked up with a sudden idea.
“What if we take on an adventure we had dreamed of before being grownups got in the way? What if we start with something small that is right here on the farm and then see what other possibilities we can find?” Delia murmured.
Ella cocked her head in confusion.  
“Delia, you have always been a dreamer.”
The redhead took a slow sip from her wine glass.
“Do you remember when we used to hide in the abandoned tourist cabins just over across this field?” 
“Our secret hideout.” Josephine chuckled. 
“So, let’s start with the cabins. We could fix them up for hunters, fishers, tourists looking for a rustic experience.”, Delia explained., “Sarah would have extra income.” 
“And then we..” 
Josephine’s voice trailed away at the sight of Sarah stepping quietly off the back porch. Her cheeks were stained with tears.  All three friends knew at that moment there was no turning back.  Sarah and Lizzie needed them here, and that’s where they belonged.
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CHAPTER 1
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(one week before)

“If that shade of pink is too much carnation and not enough peach, I’ll gladly look for other shades, Mrs. Adams. I’m just not sure there really is that type of specific pink.. “, Delia rolled her bright hazel eyes at the woman on the other end of the phone as she continued in her rambling tirade. Adjusting the phone, the redhead mouthed her thanks to the barista at her favorite local coffee shop. Getting her sluggish mornings jolted with an americano was what she looked forward to every day from the Caffeine Dealer coffee shop. Delia had never been a morning person, but her clients expected it. This coffee shop closed at three every day, but they always had her afternoon recharge ready and waiting by 230. It truly surprised her there wasn’t a favorite customer plaque with her name on it anywhere. Coffee had been her addiction for as long as she knew. It now held an equal place with her workaholic tendencies. As the client continued to instruct her on the perfect shades of pink and orange needed to create a soft peach, Delia joyfully took her first sip. Her high heels clicked down the sidewalk as she hurriedly reached the busy corner. Frantic metropolitan traffic sped past as she impatiently waited for the crosswalk sign., “I promise I will be over to the hotel just as soon as I stop at the office and put together a few more color combinations. No..I won’t be more than an hour. Yes, I promise. Of course, Mrs. Adams. Goodbye, Mrs. Adams.” 
Delia ended the call and loudly groaned. Political and entertainment clients were beyond difficult. She prided herself on making even the most extreme design visions come to life, but there was a line to even the grandness of imagination. This client might have her taking a side trip for antacids and headache medicine. Watching the masses of people going frantically to and from brought a sudden, unexpected yearning for that quiet small town on the lake she had left behind. Shaking off the strange, unusual feeling she hustled through the diagonal lines. Her phone vibrated in her hand making a snarl form on her lips. What paint emergency was there now? Looking down, Delia froze in horror at the text staring at her.
“330.”
Ella had sent out the sister code they only used in dire circumstances when they were to immediately find home. A loud, obnoxious horn blared making her jump. She realized she was standing in the middle of a four-lane rush of traffic. Hurrying to the other side, Delia tried to make her shaking fingers dial. After one ring, the panicked voice cracked on the other end. 
“How soon can you get home?” Josephine managed to say in between heaving breaths.
“What’s going on? Why did Ella send the code?” 
“My brother just called me. It’s Jack.” 
Jack was Sarah’s husband, her high school sweetheart she had married just after college. Over huge pastry chef offers in Paris and London, their friend had chosen a 40-acre farm with the love of her life. Sarah was the only one of the four that had chosen home after college. The other three had scattered to make their own mark. A sinking feeling filled Delia’s chest. 
“I’m heading to the airport. I’ll get the first flight out. It’s a little over two hours drive from there.” 
Frantically, she waved down a cab.
“I need to change out of my scrubs, and then I’ll start the drive. I’ll text when I know more.” 
“Okay. Be careful.”
“You too.”  
Hanging up, Delia slid into the cab and squeaked out the words to her destination. Jack only recently turned 27. He was barely 18 months older than her and the other three. She had just talked to Sarah two days ago and joked about the unusually large pumpkins he had managed to grow this year. Maybe Sarah just needed help with Lizzie so he could recover from being sick. Right now, all that mattered was getting home. 
Delia’s rented jeep rounded another steep bend on the way back to Opal. She had only returned a few times since high school graduation seven years before. Her parents had a volatile marriage that exploded when she was 11. She was an only child, lonely in a house where she was an afterthought. Her father had worked as a bond trader for international businesses. Shortly after the divorce, he took a business trip to Spain and decided to stay. He married a woman from Barcelona, and they had two children of their own. Delia was no more than a long-forgotten secret who heard from him once, maybe twice a year. Her mother had been working as an administrative assistant for an attorney an hour away when the divorce happened. The rumors of an affair became reality not long after.  When they decided to marry and move to New York for his high-powered clients, Delia was only a sophomore in high school. She refused to leave her life  with the people that truly cared about her. Dustin and Josephine’s grandmother took her in without hesitation. To Delia, she was the one who loved her more than she deserved. Meme was the woman who taught her to be courageous, to not let the world break her. Josephine and Dustin were twins and had stayed with their grandmother more than with their own parents. For those three brief years, she had felt like they were a true family. She had hoped there was a future ahead with the only man who could ever hold her heart. Pushing away the thoughts of that dark night was much easier when she was so far away. It was a warm August night, and she would be leaving for Bar Harbor College the day after. Dustin had been acting distant, but she assumed it was the nerves of waiting to hear from a frontier league baseball scout. That moment on the ballfield had replayed so many times in her heart. Shaking her head, she fought to look at the present. Dustin was Jack’s best friend. Of course, he would probably check on him at some point while he recovered. This would be the first time they had seen each other in all these years. She had politely asked his sister about him from time to time but hadn’t really cared what the answers had been. She had to be prepared to act cordial and distant when she knew her heart would make that all too difficult. Dustin had been playing for the New York Yankees for the last four years. They were in the playoff race on the road to their second world series appearance and a hopeful two-year-in-a-row championship.  She had watched a few pieces of games. She had even gone to one game a year ago, but the pain was still too sharp. The sign for Opal came into view. Her phone dinged back to life from the dead reception zone. Ella’s message chimed on the dashboard telling her to meet at her parent’s house. Quickly, she sent a message saying she would be there within half an hour. Dread filled her stomach overwhelmingly. Why weren’t they meeting at Jack and Sarah’s farmhouse? Was it possible this was worse than Delia would allow herself to think?

Delia’s mind raced as she drove through the single lane downtown. The library was the first building; Growing up, this was place she would forget the world and get lost in a book whenever she had the chance. Quaint shops still welcomed the wayward tourists from Scott’s hardware to Pretty Petals Floral and Bobbi’s Diner. Donnally’s pizzeria was where they spent their weekends playing pinball and eating endless pizza. Michael, the third-generation owner, had added a tavern beside it. It seemed to be doing well from what Sarah had told her. The town gazebo diamond with its big grassy lawn still beckoned next to city hall. Reaching the end of the shop district, she turned and slowed as the two-story brick high school came into view. All those moments that seemed so huge and important were but a far-off memory. The baseball field brought all those familiar aches to her soul. Turning down a few more side streets, Delia pulled into the driveway of a huge beautifully cared for Victorian with a white wooden fence. The Huffington’s were one of the oldest families in town. Ella’s mother was the biggest real estate agent in the county while her father had just retired from his accounting firm. Ella was pacing beside her blue convertible. The honey blonde hair fell long and loose across her tiny 5’1 frame. Delia was barely out of the jeep before Ella had frantically embraced her. 
“Why are we meeting here?” 
“It’s just better if we all ride over together.” 
“But Jack’s home, or are we going to the hospital?”
Before Ella could answer, a bright purple jeep pulled in squealing tires. 
“I will not repeat what I said to my shift supervisor when they tried to insist I finish out the day.”, Josephine replied as she jumped out., “Okay what happened.” 
Ella’s eyes filled with tears as she began to shake. 
“I was just there yesterday, and everything was fine. Jack went out this morning to start the hay baling tractor. Sarah heard the motor, and then a few minutes later a loud bang. He was slumped over in the seat. It was some kind of unrecognized heart condition and instant. They couldn’t bring him back.”
Delia’s eyes filled with terror as she shook her head in denial. 
“This doesn’t happen to someone in their twenties.”
“There was a family predisposition, but he was told he didn’t show signs. He never fully got it checked even though Sarah kept bugging him to.”
“Lizzie?” Delia whispered.
“She isn’t understanding where daddy is.” Ella replied.
“How can you have no symptoms and just..” Jo trailed off as she turned away. Rage was coursing through her that she  couldn’t have been here, couldn’t have done something to save him. 
“It was always Sarah and Jack.”,  Ella whispered., “Even after she had so many opportunities from culinary  school, her heart was here.”
“It’s just not possible.” Delia murmured.
“Have you talked to her?” Jo asked. 
“Just to tell her I sent the text. My dad was with Sherriff Cash when the call came in. That’s how I found out.”
“Let’s go take care of our sister.”  Delia sighed as she shuffled back to the jeep.

Sarah wearily rocked back and forth on the front porch glider. As she twirled her daughter’s bright blonde curls through her fingers, the little one sighed in her sleep. These were the first moments of quiet they had found since their world had crumbled. Sarah’s head was still spinning with all the decisions being thrown at her when her mother appeared without warning. It was very rare for her mother to be here when she lived over an hour away and had her own life to live. Before Sarah had a chance to call, she was at her front door in a complete state of upheaval.  The busybody who thought that was good idea was going to get a piece of Sarah’s mind. Immediately, her mother had gone to her kitchen and began making casseroles. Next, she decided to change the look of a well-loved home with a four-year-old to a showcase museum. She insisted Sarah needed to make the place presentable for the guests who would show up to support her. Why would she even want anyone in the only place of sanctuary she was still holding? Finally, Sarah had lost her patience and snapped when her mother started insisting the funeral arrangements be handled immediately. As the argument boiled over, Lizzie began running through the house looking for her daddy. Lizzie’s hysteria made Sarah collapse in unwavering grief. Her mother had tried to take the little girl upstairs, but it only made the situation worse. Sarah vowed she was not going to let Lizzie see her upset anymore. She needed to be strong for her daughter. Sarah took her little girl outside on the porch and held her as she cried to sleep. In the stillness, Sarah began to feel panic setting in. Lizzie was asleep, and now she felt the tears rolling down her cheeks again. At that moment, a purple jeep roared up the driveway. A silent prayer of gratefulness fell from her lips. Her sisters were home.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2
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Two days later the community gathered to say goodbye to a man who was truly a part of the heartbeat and fabric of Opal. There was a day of viewings and then the next day an early afternoon funeral. Delia was happiest to stay as close to Lizzie as possible. She had never felt steady around funerals or anything to do with death.  The funeral took place in their little town church that had been a place of center for the little family as Jack had been a deacon and Sarah taught children’s church. Lizzie had refused to step into the church when she saw the ominous coffin, so Delia brought her outside onto the wide green lawn. Under the bright colorful leaves of the sycamore trees, Delia read the little girl’s favorite story and helped her make a colorful bracelet to put on her daddy’s grave. Before long, Lizzie grew restless again as she nervously glanced at the church. Delia thought maybe a walk would be good for both of them.  There was a small path behind the church that led to a little pond. Ducks were lazily skimming the calm water before the red head pulled out a small bag of breadcrumbs.  Lizzie looked away with a tearful sigh.
“Daddy used to bring me to feed the ducks. He always made funny noises to them. I want daddy.” Lizzie murmured.
Delia knelt down and held her close.  “Just because you can’t see daddy doesn’t mean he can’t still hear you.”
“He can?” Her bright blue eyes lit up hopefully.
“Do you see those puffy clouds up there?”, Delia asked pointing to the sky., “He’s right there watching you.”
Lizzie slid her little arms around her aunt’s neck.
“You won’t go away like daddy did, Aunt Del.”
“No, baby. I’m here to stay.”, She answered with determination. Delia had always been closest to Lizzie, loved being an aunt. They spent time with her in DC every year and talked on the phone once, if not twice a week. How could she bear to leave her again? The sound of voices just beyond as the church bells pealed found them starting back up the path.,  “It’s time to find mommy.”
The ladies of the church had set up a potluck meal at the fire hall. Since it  was unusually warm, they had placed the drinks and desserts outside to give people more room to move around. Sarah was keeping her place by a large oak tree that looked out onto the hill to the cemetery. She absently nodded to those offering condolences. Delia noticed once again how Sarah’s stare never left the rod iron gate just beyond. Grasping the brunette’s hand, she noticed just how icy it was and how pale she looked. 
“Have you eaten?”
“I’m not really hungry.” Sarah answered monotonously. 
“You don’t want to faint in front of everyone.”, Sarah’s eyes still held on the hill beyond. It was as if she was willing him to come back from that horrid place., “I’m going to get you some water.”, Delia strode to the drink table.   Hurriedly grasping a plastic cup, she turned and collided with a broad chest.   Strong arms instantly steadied her. The cup fell to the ground spilling everywhere. Furious, she looked up to find those familiar chestnut eyes watching her. His lips were turned up in a teasing smile., “How did you not see me?” She hissed.
“I’m sorry. I was signing an autograph and..”
“You would turn your best friend’s funeral into a publicity stunt.” She snapped reaching for another cup. 
His eyes hardened into steel before crossing his arms defensively. 
“That was out of line, Baby.”
“It’s Delia to you, Dustin John. You lost the privilege of using that nickname when you left your hometown trash on the ball field in a hailstorm.”
“Oh we are bringing that up in our first conversation in seven years? Why not just start there.” He sneered. 
“What else is there to talk about? Maybe the fact my best friend is over there deeply grieving, and you are just lapping up the fame over here.”, She snapped furiously marching away. When she hadn’t seen him at the viewing, she smugly believed she had been right about him. He felt he was too important to come back for something so trivial. Now he had blindsided her by sneaking in for the funeral and acting cool and casual. Sarah looked at her friend curiously as she shoved the water cup into her hands., “Who knew Satan could be brave enough to step into a church.” 
“I’m confused.” Sarah whispered taking a shaky sip.
“Dustin graced us with his presence. I don’t know how I missed him slithering in. I would have thought baseball playoff training would be much more important.”
“His manager let him take a leave for the funeral. He’s leaving shortly.”, Sarah explained., “Delia, he was Jack’s best friend.”
The redhead flung her hands into the air in frustration. 
“He barely looked back on this town or his friendships.”, Sarah stayed silent turning away to keep from snapping at her best friend. Delia finally sighed in apology., “I’m sorry. I’m being horribly rude. I deserve to have that water thrown in my face.” 
For a moment, Delia thought Sarah actually would before she turned back with those misty blue eyes looking into hers. 
“Those four days Lizzie and I would come to DC every year, Jack would go on the road to wherever Dustin was playing. Dustin always paid for his tickets, his hotel, everything even though Jack always protested. In the winter before spring training, he would spend a week here staying with us and Meme.”
“I didn’t know.”
“You didn’t come home, and I didn’t see why I should upset you by bringing it up.”, Sarah grew quiet again as Delia cursed herself for the awkwardness this had caused., “Just remember sometimes love can come full circle.” 
The words rang in Delia’s ears as their friends joined them. Glancing across, she noticed the dark-haired baseball player striding in their direction. Turning to Sarah, she offered to take Lizzie home for her nap. It was obvious she was avoiding another confrontation, but Sarah pretended to be oblivious. Dustin watched the pair as an ache filled him. It shouldn’t be so hard to see her again. They had moved on quite well. Both of them had amazing careers, and he was getting married in the next year. But he still couldn’t shake the overwhelming void seeing her left in him. 
Delia stretched out her fingers and rolled her neck as she fought off the aches. Looking up she sighed as she took in the cozy nook of the coffee space at Open Books and Coffee Cups. Sarah had opened her dream store three years before. Mrs. Walker had run an antique/general store here since before the girls were born. Sarah had worked for her on college breaks, and she had asked Mrs. Walker about setting up a small coffee kiosk at the back of the store where she kept the penny candy and drink coolers.   The kindly older lady said it was God’s sign it was time to retire and pass the store on into gracious hands. Sarah turned the main
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