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Dedication

To all who have come to love Cedar Hollow and its residents, I thank you. Writing this book felt, in many ways, like coming home. 

My days are like a long shadow. I have withered like grass.  ~ Psalm 102:11
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Chapter 1:  Emily Holt
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I DON’T THINK IT’S too much of an exaggeration to say I lost my mind in the early morning hours of April 18, 2013. I wasn’t sorry to see it go; it had been fighting to get away from me for the better part of a decade, and I was exhausted. Besides, I figured it was finally my turn.

I’d felt for years as if my mind were shrinking, slowly shriveling up and crumbling away. It was a sneaky process, but I knew. I’d once prided myself on my ability to hold my own during a conversation, whether it was about global subjects such as religion and politics, or more local matters such as who’d just been laid off and which farmers’ market offered the best tomatoes. But more and more often over the years, I’d found myself losing my train of thought halfway into a comment, or I’d call one neighbor by another neighbor’s name.  

It bothered me, this encroaching mental dullness. It angered me, too. I’d been angry for years. I couldn’t help feeling as if the fact I’d spent so many years maintaining sanity for two was to blame. After all, to my way of thinking, that divided my own in half. It’s difficult enough to navigate through life maintaining one’s own sanity; just imagine having to maintain someone else’s as well. 

True, I’d never been a certified genius, and I’d always had a bit of flightiness, but I’d been sharp enough that the numbers representing my IQ score had always managed to hover close to those signifying my weight, and that’s saying something the last few years. I was relatively certain that was no longer the case, though, and not just because I’d put on a few pounds. Yes, I was angry.

Hold it together. That was the crux of it all, really. It’s an interesting turn of phrase, isn’t it? It conjures up all sorts of visual imagery. I have a ridiculous mental picture of me, dressed in my usual attire of flip-flops and mommy jeans, standing face to the wind on an unnamed cliff somewhere, cartoon arms stretched enormously long to encircle my home and family. There I am, holding it together against ... what? Life? What an absurd idea. If my experience is anything to go by, that’s an absolutely pointless battle. There’s no winning against Life. That bastard’ll run you right over and laugh on his way out the door. 

These thoughts weren’t something I’d mentioned to anyone close to me, possibly—probably—because there wasn’t anyone close to me. My children, who no doubt loved me, were nearly grown, both in college and focused not on the messy past they’d left behind, but on the shiny futures their expensive educations were supposed to ensure. I had no close friends; it’s difficult to maintain friendships when your whole life is about keeping a secret. And my husband, God rest his soul, was dead. Greg had died unexpectedly exactly one year prior to the humid spring morning on which I lost my mind.

There are those who no doubt believe my husband’s passing caused the unraveling of my sanity, and in some ways, they’re probably right. Just not in the ways they think. Not even my children know all the facts behind Greg’s death, or his life either, for that matter. Far from it. Some days I think I should tell them. Other days I know to leave well enough alone.

All that aside, I must say it was liberating to let go of everything, positively invigorating, to tell the truth. Who knew it could feel so glorious? Well, I suppose Greg had known, but he’d kept that secret to himself, and if you think that didn’t help stoke my anger ... Well. At any rate, when my mind finally let go, it snapped so loudly I could hear it. It sounded like freedom.

I’d been lying in bed as I had for months, since just after Greg died. I could see the future stretching ahead of me, and it looked exactly like the past year. I’d grow older, of course, but nothing would change. I’d continue to miss my kids and they’d continue to move both farther and further away from me, exactly as they’d done since the day they were born. I’d call them; they’d return my calls out of a sense of obligation. I’d continue to buy groceries on Fridays, do yard work on Saturdays, and clean house on Sundays, and I’d still run out of cereal, the weeds would return with a vengeance, and mildew would reclaim the tiles. I couldn’t stand it, could not stand it, I tell you, could not bear seeing that endless tunnel of sameness. And then ... snap. The weight was gone.

Poof.

I literally jumped out of bed and threw on the first clothes I could find:  a pair of shapeless grey sweatpants my children despised and a brown plaid cotton blouse my husband had hated. Both made me laugh, not a sane laugh, I’m sure, but a good one. Then I dug through the closet, throwing shoes and boxes and blankets aside until I found exactly what I was looking for: red leather cowgirl boots bought on a whim eons ago, back when I was young enough to think of life in terms of someday instead of too late.

A hat, I told myself. That had been one of the somedays. Someday I’ll buy a hat. Then and there, I promised myself I’d buy a hat at the earliest opportunity, a cowgirl hat, red, to match my boots. The fact that sweatpants and cowgirl boots don’t typically go together didn’t bother me in the least, but I wasn’t exactly firing on all cylinders, as my late husband would have said. 

Sometimes I don’t think I’m firing on all cylinders, Emily. The memory surfaced unbidden, and I smacked it away. No shit, Sherlock. Not the nicest mental response to my husband’s ghost, but the best I could manage at that moment. I shoved the spilled blankets and shoes back into my closet and knelt on the floor to survey my boots. I wasn’t even sure they’d still fit. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d worn them. I thought it was probably the last time I’d gone dancing, which would have been before the kids were born. I was sure it was before I could feel my belly pushing against my thighs as I knelt on the floor. 

Once upon a time, long, long ago, I had been a woman of style, though that may be hard to fathom given the choices I made that morning. But it’s true; style had been my profession, and even as I squeezed my calves into those boots, I somehow knew the remnants of my old career were still lurking inside of me, just waiting to be released. They wouldn’t, however, be released that morning. I haphazardly threw some clothes into a suitcase, neither noticing nor caring what they were or how they landed. 

Finally, I picked up my purse, fished out my car keys, and left, backing out of the garage into the soggy dawn, steering carefully down the drive without bothering to set the alarm or lock the gate.

For the first time in over forty years I didn’t even make my bed. I was that rebellious. I cranked up the radio, searching between stations before settling on Billy Joel’s My Life. That’s right, I said loudly to absolutely no one. It’s my life. Leave me alone. Leave me the ... phooey. I couldn’t quite bring myself to say that word yet. You know the one. But the sentiment was there.

I had no idea where I was going, but I headed north. With a starting location of Jacksonville, Florida, north seemed full of possibilities. I’d drive to the end of the road, and then ... Well, that remained to be seen. And that was precisely the point. 
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Chapter 2:  Emily Holt

AS IT HAPPENED, the end of the road was somewhere just south of Huntington, West Virginia. That wasn’t what I’d been expecting, but I’d begun to understand my expectations were often a deficit, one of those traps I never knew I was setting for myself until I’d fallen into it again. Things always had a way of sounding so much more exciting than they turned out to be. For instance, who would have ever thought the end of the road would be a hairpin curve in the middle of nowhere? 

Such were my thoughts that chilly afternoon when my car gave a final sigh and coasted to a stop on the side of a meandering county road heading, best I could tell, slightly west. I’d taken I-77 almost to Charlotte before becoming bored with interstate monotony, deciding then to switch to the John Steinbeck approach to travel, roughing it on the back roads, seeing the real America. I’d wound along back roads for days, nearly all the way to Huntington, when my car apparently decided it was time for a nap. The only thing that would make it more real America, I figured, struggling to get the car out of the middle of the road before it completely ran out of steam, would be the bill I received once whatever was broken got fixed.

I twisted around, craning my neck to survey the area. There wasn’t even room to pull the car entirely off the road. As it was, the passenger side hugged the mountain so closely the mirror nearly touched the rock wall, while the driver’s side still jutted a foot into the traffic lane. The other side of the road offered even less in the way of protection. No more than five feet past the asphalt the ground dropped away so steeply my head was even with the treetops. The way I saw it, my options were to stay in the car and be smashed by rocks tumbling down the mountainside, or dare to open my car door and be smashed by cars whizzing around the sharp curve. Neither choice inspired much hope. 

Why couldn’t I have broken down in Savannah, I wondered, or Gatlinburg? Somewhere touristy, with emergency lanes and parking lots. Why couldn’t I have broken down in Asheville? I’d stopped in all of those places along the way, even spending several nights in Asheville. I’d managed to snag a little cabin within walking distance of the Nantahala River, briefly toying with the idea of taking one of those rafting trips, but the water was so cold I’d changed my mind. 

I should have done it, I told myself sitting there in the middle of nowhere. I should have just stayed right there. I could have afforded to. Greg had provided well for me; his insurance policies totaled in the seven-figure range. 

In the beginning, I’d tried to give away the money. I wanted nothing to do with it. Goodwill, The Salvation Army, the Humane Society, it didn’t matter. It felt like blood money to me and I wanted it gone. But the boys had talked me into keeping it, investing some, living off the rest. “It’s tough out there, Mom,” Zachary had said. “You haven’t held a job outside the home in years. You need to keep this. You earned it taking care of all of us. It’s what Dad would have wanted.”

I’d disagreed with his assessment of what his dad would have wanted, but I sure as hell agreed I’d earned it. I didn’t share that news with Zach, of course. It was easier to cave to his wishes than it would have been to break his heart.

Anyway, there I was, stranded on the side of the road when I could have gone rafting instead. I’d always wanted to go whitewater rafting. At least I’d always told myself I did. I wasn’t a strong swimmer and I had no idea how to steer a raft, but it was one of those “bucket list” things I’d always said I should do. That, along with skydiving and paragliding and any number of things we’re supposed to want to do. For a season or two, the bucket list conversation had been the topic at social gatherings, thanks to a blockbuster movie of the same name.

I’d never been brave enough during those conversations to say, “Well, what I’d really like to do is buy a cowgirl hat,” so I’d agreed with everyone else that climbing Mount Everest and hiking the Appalachian Trail were things one simply must do before kicking that proverbial bucket. But I’d always left those conversations wondering how many of us were lying through our teeth. I certainly was. I liked the idea of doing all those things, but somewhere along the line I’d figured out the idea often didn’t match up to the reality—that expectations thing biting me in the behind again. Besides, given enough time and money, the big things on the list, things like Live in a Monastery for A Week and Go on Safari in Africa, seemed easier to me to complete than the little things, things like Wear a Beret to the PTA Meeting and Stand Up to Your Mother-in-Law. Or Tell Your Children the Truth. That one was especially hard.

I had always been that way, reluctant to assert myself and then resentful when no one knew what I wanted. It was a stupid way to live, thoroughly unfair to everyone around me. Unfortunately, I hadn’t recognized the pattern until Greg brought it to my attention approximately twenty-three-point-six minutes before his car crashed through a guardrail and did a nosedive into the St. Johns River. 

We’d been arguing—fighting, actually. I’d gone into the fight with a sense of self-righteous entitlement and emerged from the other end with a harsh reality check and a dead husband. 

Whose fault do you think that is, Emily? Think about it, why don’t you? I could still hear his voice, his angry words. I have, Greg, I answered him for the millionth time in my head. I think about it all the time. What do you think set me on the road to Crazyville? How’s it feel to share it with me, big boy?

Memories of Greg were a threat to my insanity, which I happened to be enjoying, so I shook them away and reached for my cell. Reception had been spotty off and on throughout the trip and now, as I sat encased by rock walls, it was nonexistent; the bars flatlined across the screen. Taking a deep breath, I reached for the door handle. My plan, such as it was, was to open the door barely a crack and throw myself out and to the left, scrambling around the back of the car before becoming the human equivalent of a squashed bug against the grill of the next vehicle rounding the curve.

What I’d failed to take into consideration was the fact that in my current physical shape and state of dress (the brown plaid had by then been switched out with purple rayon, but the sweatpants and boots had become a staple), squeezing through a cracked door and nimbly throwing myself to safety just wasn’t in the cards. To this day I don’t know if it was because my boot heel got stuck under the gas pedal, my sleeve got caught on the gearshift, or my hip got caught under the steering wheel, but for whatever reason I ended up hanging half-in and half-out the car door, my head dangling over the pavement, hair swinging along the ground. 

Just then I heard the blip of a siren, followed shortly thereafter by the sound of shoes crunching on gravel until a matching set of huge, glossy black oxfords parked themselves right under my nose. I could see my distorted face reflected in the shine.

“Ma’am?” The voice was deep and decidedly puzzled. “Are you okay?”

My right arm was still being held prisoner by my sleeve’s relationship with the gearshift, which neither seemed to want to end anytime soon, but luckily for me, my left arm was free, dangling to the side of my head, hand resting in a puddle of mud. I summoned my cheeriest voice and managed to raise my arm just enough to offer the man a jaunty thumbs-up, inadvertently slinging a blob of mud across his pant leg in the process.

“Fine,” I chirped. “A-okay, in fact. Just looking for my contact.” That’s when I started laughing. I laughed until tears formed and rolled across my forehead, landing on the man’s shiny shoes. I laughed until I couldn’t breathe, until my limbs turned to putty and the car finally released its hold, depositing me at the man’s feet like a lump of beached jellyfish. And still, I laughed.
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Chapter 3:  Kay Langley

“OH, MY. LOOKS LIKE someone broke down.” Valerie Poindexter, the town’s librarian, pointed through the plate glass window of my diner. “Clifford and Maxwell just went by in the truck.”

Clifford and Maxwell Hager own Johnson’s Repair Shoppe, Cedar Hollow’s only option for repair work. It don’t matter if it’s a car, a washing machine, or a tiller, if it needs fixing, the Hager brothers fix it. They’ve even been known to fix my grill a time or two when my son, Andrew, can’t figure out the problem. 

Andrew does the cooking at Peggy’s Diner, the little restaurant built by my granddaddy and named for my mother. We’re the only diner around for fifty miles, but we have the best food in all of West Virginia, if I do say so myself. We still use my momma’s old recipes, although I do have to fuss at Andrew from time to time for trying to get too creative with the spices.

Anyway, the Johnson’s in the name of the repair shop came from the original owner, John Paul Johnson. When he passed away in 2002, the Hagers bought the place from his widow, Corinne. They left everything exactly the same except for adding an extra pe to the word Shoppe. “That’s how they spell it in the city,” Clifford had explained. “It’ll class the place up.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell him I’d only seen that spelling on ice cream parlors and dress shops. In my opinion, it looked a little silly on a repair shop sign, but if a couple of extra letters made him happy, so be it. 

I refilled Valerie’s tea glass and leaned across the counter to peer out the window. “Someone local?”

Valerie shook her head. “I didn’t recognize the car. Toyota, older model. Didn’t look wrecked, so that’s good, anyway.”

“Lucky for them they broke down near here,” I said. “Next option would’ve been Huntington, and you know how that is. They’d be sittin’ on the side of the road waitin’ on a tow, and payin’ twice as much to get it. Must’ve been where they was headed, though.”

Cedar Hollow, population 219, is quite a ways off the main road. Aside from the little train station on the edge of town, we don’t get much through traffic; you have to be searching for us in order to find us. Every now and then someone’ll pull up to Mr. Smith’s General Store for gas, on account of the sign Dennis Lane put up along the highway. If they ain’t in too big a hurry they might stop in for a bite to eat before continuing on their way, but that’s about all we get as far as outside traffic. All in all, we’re a pretty self-contained little town. Seeing a strange car towed back to the repair shop in the early evening hours was bound to draw attention. I was starting to wish I hadn’t told Riva to take the afternoon off. 

Back in my day, Riva was called our waitress, but times have changed. Going by the new lingo, I suppose Riva would be known as our combination hostess, server, and manager. I’ve known Riva nearly all my life and love her dearly, but lately she’d taken to nagging me about updating the place. “Kay,” she said to me, “this diner has looked the same since I sat at the bar in saddle shoes and bobbysocks with Harold Pritchett and ordered a milkshake from your momma.” 

I’d initially refused to even consider changing it up, but once I thought about it, I’d been forced to admit things had been kept pretty much the same since my momma added new curtains sometime back in the sixties. I reckon I’d gotten so used to the way it looked I hadn’t noticed how faded and worn everything had become. That, and I suppose it’s possible a part of me wanted to keep it the way momma had had it. I do miss her, even still. At any rate, I’d finally given in and told Riva if she could find some new curtains that were better than the old, I’d be happy to hang them. I hardly had the words out of my mouth before she’d taken off for Huntington, headed, I suspect, for the mall. 

I was happy to give Riva time off; I know she loves that mall. But seeing the Hagers drive by towing a strange car was making me regret my decision. Out-of-the-ordinary happenings in Cedar Hollow always bring people to my diner to speculate on what might be going on. I had a feeling we were about to get busy right when Andrew and I needed to be closing up. Sure enough, the bell above the door started jingling, and I looked over to see Virgil Young, the van driver for the children’s lodge Jessie McIntosh had built up on Crutcher Mountain.

“Evenin’, ladies,” he said, removing his hat and hanging it on one of the hooks inside the door. “Looks like we got a little excitement goin’ on.”

“We just saw the Hagers go by towing a car,” said Valerie. “Who is it, do you know?”

“A woman,” said Virgil, settling himself on a stool at the bar. I was already pulling a slice of key lime pie from the cooler. When for generations your family has owned the only diner for fifty miles, you know things, and I knew Virgil Young wanted a piece of my pie with a side of milk. People develop habits and ways of behaving, and Virgil’s habit was to stop by my diner in the evening for a piece of pie. Virgil’s wife, Mary, was taking cancer treatments. The outlook was good, but it’d taken its toll on her, and she spent a great deal of the day sleeping. I suspected Virgil’s daily visits to my diner were as much about needing company as they were about my pie, but he never said, and I didn’t ask.

“Well, is she all right?” I asked, pushing a frosty glass over to him.

“Now, that I can’t say for sure,” he answered around a bite of pie. “When I come ’round the curve Sheriff Moore was pickin’ her up off the road. Couldn’t tell if she was laughin’ or cryin’, but she looked to be havin’ a hard time standin’ up.”

Valerie and I exchanged a look, and I knew she was as puzzled as I was. “Pickin’ her up off the road?” I asked. “What was she doin’ on the road? Was she hurt?” After a moment’s reflection, I added, “Was she a Pritchett?” 

The Pritchetts have been making, using, and abusing moonshine for decades just outside Cedar Hollow. Most of them are gone now, except for Geraldine, and she’s left all that behind. Still, when you hear of a person lolling around in the road laughing, crying, and having trouble standing up, it’s hard not to think of the Pritchetts.

Virgil shrugged. “Couldn’t say if she was hurt or not. I was goin’ to pull over to see if they needed help but the sheriff waved me on by. Wasn’t a Pritchett, though, least not a local one. Tags was from Florida.”

Before I could think of anything to say to that, the bell announced another visitor, this time my fourteen-year-old granddaughter, Hannah. “Hi, Grandma,” she said, “and hi, Dad!” she raised her voice to yell toward the kitchen, where Andrew was taking inventory in the freezer. The dinner special that afternoon had been my momma’s chicken and dumplings, and we’d had so many orders Andrew was afraid we’d run out of chicken before the next delivery. 

“The sheriff brought some crazy lady to Mr. Smith’s General Store,” Hannah announced as she helped herself to a piece of chocolate pie from the cooler.

“Hannah!” I said, frowning at her choice of words. “Why would you say a thing like that?”

“Yes, why would you?” asked Valerie, patting the stool beside her, inviting Hannah to sit. “Who was she? What was she doing? Was it the woman with the car?” 

“Lord have mercy, Valerie. You’re worse than Hannah.” I gave her a stern look before turning back to my granddaughter. “But what about it, Hannah? Who was she?”

“I don’t know who she was.” She paused for a second to lick a speck of chocolate off her thumb. “But she was laughing at nothing. Nothing. She’d quit for a minute and then start right back in. Sheriff Moore had to hold her up, and he kept trying to ask her what she needed for the night, but every time she started to answer him she’d just start laughing again. And what she was wearing. God, Grandma, if you ever dressed like that I’d disown you.”

“Why, Hannah May,” I managed to say, before Valerie cut me off again.

“What was she wearing?” 

I swear, Valerie was starting to remind me of one of them little yappy dogs, the kind all them Hollywood girls like to carry around tucked up under their arm.

“To start with, some kind of purple shirt.” I glanced down at my own purple shirt, ready to defend my choice of clothing, but Hannah kept right on going. “And sweatpants, you know, those ugly grey ones? All stretched out and baggy. Covered with mud, too. And get this.” Valerie leaned even closer to Hannah, apparently thinking she might miss something, although I don’t see how she could’ve, seeing as how she was nearly in Hannah’s lap. “Red cowgirl boots. Doesn’t that sound awful?”

“Sounds to me like somethin’ Valerie would have worn back in the day,” I said, and sidestepped a swat. Valerie had first come to town back in the seventies, a right cute girl, working in our library to satisfy credits for her degree from Marshall University. But her style had been something else, I’ll tell you. Why, she’d been our local hippy. “Remember those beads you used to braid in your hair, Valerie? And that skirt? The one with the colors splashed all over it? What’d you call it?”

“Tie-dyed,” she answered drily. “And I’ll have you know it was all the rage back then. I was stylish beyond my time. Or at least beyond this town.”

“Valerie was the reason half the boys in town started readin’,” said Virgil, and unlike me, he wasn’t quick enough to dodge Valerie’s smack on the arm.

“Anyway,” said Valerie, directing her gaze at Hannah, “what’s the sheriff going to do with her?”

“I don’t know,” answered Hannah. “When I left he was trying to pull her up off the floor again, but she was laughing too hard to get up. Kept asking if they had any red cowgirl hats. Why in the world would Mr. Dennis carry red cowgirl hats? And an even better question: Why would anyone want one? Wait.” She peered at Valerie. “You wore beads in your hair? Cool. Could you show me how to do that?”

“I’d love to,” answered Valerie, shooting me a look I knew was the equivalent of so there. I just ignored her. There ain’t no winning with Valerie Poindexter. 

“My goodness,” I said to Hannah. “What about Dennis? Was he able to help?” Dennis Lane is the owner of the grocery. He runs it along with his father, Darryl. Yes, I realize Hannah said the name of the grocery was Mr. Smith’s and not Mr. Lane’s, but sort of like with the machine shop, the Lane’s left the name of the original owner just as it had always been. Mr. Smith passed away back in the seventies, and after that Billy May Platte owned the store until she passed just a couple of years ago. Then her daughter, Jessie McIntosh—yes, that would be the same one who owns the children’s lodge—kept it for a little while before selling it to Dennis Lane. Through all of it, it’s always just stayed Mr. Smith’s General Store.

Is it any wonder I’m so stuck against changing the diner? Nothing in this town ever changes, and why should it? If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it, as my daddy used to say. Start calling Mr. Smith’s Mr. Lane’s, and folks won’t know what in the world you’re talking about.

“Mr. Dennis was trying to grab hold of one of her arms to help her up.” Hannah was still telling her story. “Poor old Mr. Lane was just standing there behind the counter with his oxygen tank, saying, ‘Well I done seen ever’thin’, now. Now I done seen ever’thin’.”

I had to laugh at her perfect impression of Darryl Lane. Darryl, bless his heart, has always been a worrier. I could only imagine what he thought of the shenanigans going on in his son’s store. Before we could ask any more questions, the bell jingled again and we looked up to see Sheriff Moore, although had anyone ever told me he’d show up at my diner looking the way he did, I wouldn’t have believed it.

Sheriff Moore is always dressed to the nines. Until then, I’d never seen him with a button undone, a hair of his military cut out of place, or a smudge of dirt on one of his spit-shined shoes. Nor had I ever seen him with any expression other than pure business. Our sheriff is a smart man; he does a good job keeping tabs on our little town, but he stays to himself. Not a one of us knows a thing about him outside of his job.

There ain’t a woman in town, regardless of her age, who don’t primp a little when she sees him coming. He’s a handsome one, no doubt, tall and strong and jam-packed with muscle, but he never even seems to notice the looks sneaking his way. Oh, he’s polite enough, but he don’t ever say much. Stops in for coffee most days, but sits by himself at a corner table and don’t mingle with the rest of us.

That day, though, he looked like he’d been through the wringer. His shirt was halfway untucked and his hat was crushed flat with a boot print plain as day stamped across the top of it. His shoes were smudged with dirt and the knees of his pants looked like he’d been kneeling in mud, but out of all that, it was his face that made the biggest impression on me. The man looked shocked out of his senses. Shocked, and plumb wore out.

“Sheriff? You okay?” I reached across the counter toward him, but I wouldn’t have touched him. He was not a man who invited touching.

“Coffee,” he said, tossing his filthy hat on a hook and taking a seat, not in the corner, for once, but right between Valerie and Virgil. “I’ll take some coffee, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course,” I said, starting a fresh pot.

“Better make it a double,” he said, rubbing his hand across his face with a sigh. “I know it’s late for coffee, but after a day like today I need something, and although I’m off duty, I’m not much of a drinker.”

Until then, I’d never heard the sheriff string so many words together at once, so I took my chances. “Sheriff,” I said, “if you don’t mind me askin’, what did you do with her?”

He didn’t even pretend not to know who I meant. “Dropped her off at Vines and Roses,” he said, pulling the sugar canister close as if to guard it until his coffee came. “Didn’t know what else to do.”

“Vines and Roses,” repeated Valerie with evident concern. Vines and Roses is the town’s boarding home, run by Erma Puckett. Problem is, Erma’s pushing ninety and in no way
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