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Chapter 1


The snow had shrunk to ignorable patches hidden in the shadiest spots around Marchville. The pale buttery yellow sunlight chased the last remnants of snow and worked valiantly to dry the mud.  
The grass was still brown, but tiny shoots of green were visible here and there. In the sunniest spots, dandelions had poked their bright yellow faces out. 
It was late afternoon of the first official day of spring break, and the park was full of shrieking children swarming over the playground equipment. Their abandoned jackets lay in heaps in the sand. Like most Midwestern children, they wore their jackets on the way out of the house to mollify their moms, then shed them at the earliest opportunity. 
Buddy, Grandma Iris’s brown and white bulldog, pulled at his leash, wanting to sniff the jackets. I kept a firm grip on the leash. I didn’t mind him smelling things, but I worried that the jackets could contain snacks such as chocolate. 
With Grandma Iris in bed with a cold, I was walking Buddy alone. The last thing I wanted was for him to eat something like chocolate and get sick. 
“Come on, Buddy, come on.” 
The dog ignored me like he always did. How could he be so obedient for Grandma Iris but act like this for me? A canine mystery. 
A light breeze reminded me that it was still chilly. I was glad of my jacket, no matter what the running, playing, climbing kids might think of theirs. 
The crocuses were spent, the daffodils not yet blooming, but somehow every kind of pollen was in the air. Spring season meant allergy season. I pulled a dusty tissue out of my pocket to catch another sneeze. 
Buddy took my moment of inattention as his opportunity. The leash slipped from my hand as he bolted. 
I blew my nose and stuffed the disgusting tissue back in my pocket. With a sigh, I jogged toward the playground and its pile of coats. 
Buddy sniffed the jackets for a few seconds, then lolled his tongue out in a doggy smile at the kids. As I got closer, he ran off again. 
Buddy wasn’t too fast, but I quickly felt a stitch in my side start to develop as I ran after him. Sometimes middle age is the pits. 
He headed for the street. My heart pounded. I ignored the pain in my side and raced after him. If anything happened to Buddy, Grandma Iris would be devastated. 
Buddy looked over his shoulder and saw me chasing him, and I could swear he winked at me. He gave his head a frisky shake and veered away across the park toward the street on the other side. 
I ran after him, praying under my breath that he wouldn’t go into the street where he could get hit by a car. The streets weren’t icy anymore, but there had been some incidents of teenagers stealing cars and going joyriding in town recently. 
I never had kids of my own, but since passing forty, I’ve found myself identifying with the parents more and more. Sure, teens wanted freedom, but their parents wanted them to be safe and have a decent future. Not go joyriding, or vandalizing things, or ending up in jail. 
Buddy reached the edge of the grass and stopped running. As I reached him, he gave a joyous bark and frisked around just outside my grasp. 
“Buddy, sit!” 
The bulldog ignored me and trotted the other way again, his leash dragging behind. 
He eluded me until another dog and dog-owner walked into the park. Shirley Morris was a tall, whip-thin woman with iron gray hair pulled tightly back from her face. She and Grandma Iris had spent years as rivals for the unofficial title of biggest gossip in Marchville. 
Shirley’s dog, Sparky, was a long thin dog with sleek gray fur. He and Shirley were a good example of dogs and their owners coming to look like each other, only on Sparky it was cute. 
Buddy ran up to Sparky and started the doggy ritual of sniffing each other’s rear ends in greeting. 
Shirley picked up the end of the leash. “Sit,” she commanded. 
Both dogs immediately sat, and looked up at her for approval. When I reached them, she handed me the end of Buddy’s leash with a sour look. 
“It’s not allowed to have dogs off leash in the park, Kelly.” 
“I know, but –” 
“Of course, you’re close with the chief of police, so I suppose you and your grandmother no longer feel that the rules apply to you.” 
“That’s not true, we just –” 
“But even if you don’t care about the rules, it’s also not safe for a dog to run around with his leash dragging like that. It could get caught on something and strangle the poor baby.” 
She crouched down and gave Buddy some gentle scratches by the base of his ears. Buddy’s stubby tail thumped on the ground as she muttered sweet nothings to him. I gave him a dirty look for being such a traitor. 
After a minute Shirley stood up again and dusted off her hands on her lavender polyester slacks. Her sharp eyes scanned the park. 
“Where is Iris, anyway?” 
“At home. She’s not feeling so well.” 
An unfamiliar expression of concern wrinkled Shirley’s face. “Is she all right? It’s nothing serious?” 
“No, no, just a cold.” 
Her face resumed its usual pinched expression. “Good. Tell her I hope she feels better. And you take better care of that dog. I don’t know what Iris would do if you let something happen to him. Come on, Sparky.” 
Shirley and Sparky walked away leaving me feeling like a scolded child. Buddy let out a single bark of goodbye, then sat panting and gazing up at me with big innocent eyes. 
“Don’t look at me like that. You just got me in trouble.” 
He licked his nose and kept panting. 
“You’re probably thirsty after all that running around. I know I am. Why don’t we go stop by the café.” 
Normally at this time of day, I would be working a shift as a waitress at the Marchville Café. But because it was spring break, the owner, Antoine, had asked if I minded if he gave the high school student employees more shifts. 
I immediately agreed to the plan. More time off meant more time to paint. I’d spent most of the day in my studio area on the back porch, enjoying the fresh spring light and working on a still life. My painting had both apricots and oranges, and I was still not satisfied that they looked distinct from each other beyond their difference in size. But having the luxury of painting all day felt wonderful. 
Buddy and I strolled at a comfortable pace out of the park and down March Street. The residential section of town quickly morphed into the business district. The street lights, built to look like old-fashioned gas lamps, were decorated with the same plastic Easter eggs and bunnies and chicks that the town had been hanging every year since I was a child. 
As we walked past the donut shop, the tantalizing smells of maple glaze and powdered sugar drifted out. It nearly pulled me in, and I stood on the sidewalk a moment breathing in temptation. A thin, older man in a long, shapeless tan coat shuffled down the sidewalk, bespectacled eyes on his feet. He bumped into my shoulder and mutter a quick apology before shuffling on. 
I breathed in a little more maple and powdered sugar sweetness, but stayed strong and continued toward the café. Buddy needed his water. 
The door to the café was propped open to take advantage of the pleasant weather. Laughter and conversation drifted out into the street. 
”…But sir, I can’t marry both your daughters, that would be bigamy. And the farmer says, no son, that’s big of me!” 
I walked in and saw that the joke teller was just who I’d expected, Kenneth Clark. Mr. Clark taught math at the high school, and was clearly enjoying his spring break as much as his students were. He was a barrel chested man with a tidy mustache and an infectious laugh. 
His wife Barbara tittered politely in the chair across from him. But his real target with the jokes was Alexis, the high schooler who maintained a polite smile while carefully setting down two lunch plates on the Clarks’ table. 
“Careful, the plates are hot. Can I get you anything else, Mr. Clark? Mrs. Clark?” The willowy teenager shifted from foot to foot, her body pointing away from the table as she waited to be released. 
“Have you heard the one about –” Mr. Clark started. 
I decided to rescue Alexis. I stepped right up to the table. 
“Alexis, sorry to bother you, but could you get a bowl of water for Buddy? We’ve been out for a run and I don’t want him to get dehydrated.” 
Alexis gave me a grateful smile and dashed for the kitchen. 
“How are you folks doing?” I said to the Clarks. 
“Oh, you know, just enjoying the time off.” 
Mrs. Clark took a bite of her food and nodded at me. She played the organ at church, and while she could give her music wild crescendos and stirring emotion, she seldom spoke much. I assumed that was part of the reason she had married Mr. Clark, as he was never short of words. I wondered if she was ever embarrassed by his goofy jokes. 
“I’d better take Buddy back outside. I’m not really supposed to let a dog into the café.” We went out front to wait for Alexis to bring Buddy’s water. 
I was just sitting down at one of the outside tables when the old man who’d bumped my shoulder shuffled down the sidewalk in front of the café. I turned to look at him, wondering where he was going, when an engine revved on the other end of the street. Then, with squealing tires, a car raced down March Street. 
Seconds later, a woman ran out of the donut shop and screamed, “Help! Someone just stole my car!” 




Chapter 2


The kitchen in Grandma Iris’s house had hardly changed in decades. I’m sure that a decorating magazine would loath the Formica countertops and linoleum floor, but I found the continuity comforting. The same white and yellow checked curtains hung at the kitchen window over the sink. The same oval rag rugs lay in front of the sink and the stove. The same wooden spice rack I’d painted and given Grandma Iris as a Christmas present as a child presided over the main work space on the counter.  
I stood at the stove, stirring a pot with a long wooden spoon. The rich smell of chicken broth rose from the simmering pot, tempting me to lean over and inhale a snootful of the warm moist air. 
I fished out a piece of carrot and popped it in my mouth. It was finally soft. The soup was nearly done, so I opened the package of egg noodles and poured them into the pot, then put the lid on. After setting a timer, I set about preparing the tray to bring in to Grandma Iris. 
Grandma Iris’s bedroom was warm, almost too warm. The curtains were closed and the only light in the room came from the red lava lamp she kept on her dresser next to her pills. Buddy was sprawled out on the bed, snuffling softly in his sleep. Grandma Iris was squished into a narrow sliver of bed. Several pillows were stacked up behind her to keep her elevated. The little wastebasket next to the bed was overflowing with balled up tissues, and the room had a nearly overpowering smell of Vick’s VapoRub. 
“Grandma Iris, are you awake? I brought you some chicken noodle soup.” 
Her eyes opened and she immediately went into a typical Midwestern spiral of telling me I’d gone to too much trouble and assuring me that I didn’t need to worry about her. 
I ignored that and brought the tray to the bed. The tray itself was metal painted a 1970s avocado green, with handles on the sides and little fold down legs underneath. Grandma Iris unfolded the legs and I carefully settled the tray in front of her. 
I sat on the cedar chest at the end of the bed. In my room, it would have had a pile of clothes on it waiting to be hung up or put into the laundry basket, but in Grandma Iris’s room it was covered with a blue crocheted afghan. The wide loops and knots of the afghan made it a lumpy bit of padding to sit on. 
She took an appreciative sniff. “That smells wonderful.” 
“I’m glad to hear it. Does that mean your congestion is better?” 
“The VapoRub never fails.” She took a spoonful of soup. “This is good. Did you make it yourself? I can’t believe you went to so much trouble over me.” 
“I made it, but I’ll admit, I cheated a little
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