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      Through the windshield of her aging Chevy hatchback, Dorothy gazed across the yellow poppy fields toward the Emerald City. Of course, the poppy fields were more accurately described as “amber waves of grain” and the visible tower on the distant horizon was a grain elevator rather than a wizard’s dwelling, but she couldn’t have felt more caught up in an unlikely fantasy. She was eager, excited, out of her comfort zone.

      Dorothy Jarrow, D.J. to her friends, had been waiting for her chance since grad school. Six years is a short time, people assured her. A very short time, in an era of tight budgets and declining community commitment, for a public library administrator to find her own institution to manage. For most of her colleagues, simply maintaining employment was challenge enough. But inexplicably and sight unseen, D.J. had been plucked from her obscure job as collections assistant (aka gofer to the boss from Hell) and offered the position to head a tiny but thriving library system in Verdant, Kansas. It was as unlikely a scenario as a tornado trip to the Land of Oz.

      “We’re almost there, Dew,” she told the small black terrier with his pink-and-black nose inching through the wires of the crate. “It’s a clean slate in a brand-new life.”

      Three weeks ago, D.J. had never even heard of the place. Verdant, pronounced by the locals with the emphasis on the dant, had been simply another anonymous, inconspicuous, unremarkable small town. But after today, it would be home. A place D.J. had been searching for her whole life.

      As she neared the town, she eased up on the gas pedal, forcing herself to maintain the pace of the speed limit. Not merely because all her worldly possessions were packed into a rental trailer she was towing behind her. But also, eagerness notwithstanding, small-town librarians were expected to be law-abiding, as well as sedate, slightly stuffy and incredibly sexless. D.J. was pretty certain she fit that bill perfectly.

      She had dressed for the occasion in regulation gray, including low-heeled practical pumps, wearing her eyeglasses and with her dark brown hair neatly tamed and tied back at the nape of her neck.

      “That part of Kansas is one of the most conservative places in the country,” her former roommate, Terri, had pointed out.

      “Then I should fit in very well,” she’d answered.

      There was a hesitation on the end of the phone line. “D.J., just be yourself,” she advised.

      Terri always said things like that. And D.J. always discounted such advice. It was all well and good for other people, like Terri, to follow her inclinations. But D.J. had found circumspection and reticence could be very comforting lifestyle choices.

      However, none of the careful restraint she’d professed was in evidence as she reached the tiny town that was to become the center of her universe. She was almost giddy with excitement. Past the roadside gas stations, she immediately recognized the Brazier Grill. She’d seen it on Google Earth, of course. She’d been glued to the internet for days learning all she could about her new locale. And although officially there seemed to be nine commercial eating establishments, the Brazier was the only place in town that had an actual restaurant review (three stars). Beyond it were several metal buildings with business names like Avery Pipe, Gunther Fencing and Vern’s Seed and Tractor.

      D.J. slowed as she came to the small incline where the road crossed the collection of railroad tracks of the Burlington Northern & Santa Fe. Off to her left, the giant grain elevator loomed, casting a long afternoon shadow across the entrance to the main part of town.

      This was where she was going to live. This was the community where she would plant her life. And she secretly vowed that the people who gave her this chance would never have cause to regret it.

      Along the street she passed neat rows of houses, all vintage, well kept, many with porch swings, flowers in the yard, evidence of love and care.

      “Plenty of places to run around here, Dew,” she announced. “No more cramped apartment and crowded dog park for you.”

      The elegant arches of St. Luke’s Methodist with its gothic spire reaching toward Heaven seemed to divide the residential community from the commercial one. With angled parking and a smattering of traffic lights, D.J. thought downtown Verdant was adorably picturesque. The two-story brick and masonry buildings lined each side, some fancifully ornate and others stodgily square. On the second corner a triangular sign extended out over the sidewalk rather gaudily declaring itself the Ritz Theatre. The marquee read Movie Nights: Friday and Saturday.

      D.J. spotted two banks, a hardware store, a bakery, appliance sales and a pharmacy. There was something called Flea Heaven in a building that still proudly proclaimed its earlier incarnation as Kress Five & Dime. She was glancing into the bright windows of the florist shop and nearly missed her turn. The library was on Government Street, just past the corner fire station, the 1960s turquoise city hall and the former territorial jail, still in use.

      She pulled both car and tow into an empty parking spot right in front of the building and gazed at the gorgeous classical red brick with oversize concrete columns and a triangular pediment that drew the eye to the modest dome. D.J. sighed aloud. It was a Carnegie, of course. Andrew Carnegie, the billionaire philanthropist of the Gilded Age, had been a great believer in the power of the public library. He’d erected them everywhere, in every corner of the country. And this one, this one, D.J. was sure, had been built just for her.

      “Perfect,” she said aloud. “Perfect library, perfect town, perfect future. Way to go, Dorothy!”

      She gathered up her self-congratulation and her purse and got out of the car. Though she wasn’t actually starting her new job until tomorrow, D.J. just couldn’t wait to see the place. She opened the back door and released Dew from his captivity. The little dog immediately raced to the patch of green lawn beneath a nearby tree and did a quick spritz before dutifully hurrying back for his leash. D.J. clipped the hook on his collar.

      “Dogs do not belong in libraries,” she reminded him. “I won’t be long, and I expect you to be good.”

      D.J. twisted the leash handle around the lowest limb of the tree. Dew had already spread out on the ground, happily decapitating a stick that he’d found.

      D.J. climbed the steps, her heart pounding in anticipation. The opportunity had truly been out of the blue. She’d been checking her email at lunch break and there it was, an inquiry from her posted resume. The first inquiry in the two years since it had been up. D.J. had almost forgotten that it was there. And the email was so incredible, so unexpected, she’d almost deleted it as spam.

      She’d committed the text to memory.

      After examining your credentials, the members of the board would like to offer you the position of Librarian for Verdant Independent Regional Library. We have a 70,000 volume collection inclusive of the Main Library and two bookmobiles. You will be supervising four full-time staff. Competitive salary, benefits. Housing provided. Please contact us immediately.

      D.J. had read over it a dozen times before the words sank in. She was being hired. No interview, no consideration of other candidates, no nothing.

      She had called to say “yes” before she even finished lunch. She’d given her notice less than an hour later. And now she was here. Finally, finally here, D.J. thought to herself. She had her own library in her own town.

      It took some strength to open the building’s heavy oversize door. That immediately had her wondering about handicap access. Once inside the stuffy, airless foyer, access became the least of her worries. The building was dark and worn, with the distinctive odor of cellulose decay. The smell of old books could be wonderful, but the acids that eat up paper are as devastating to a library as a fire, and this place smelled rife with them.

      D.J. took a couple of steps inside, allowing her eyes to become accustomed to the dim light. In the shelves to her left she caught a glimpse of a man in the shadows, who immediately disappeared into the stacks.

      The place was eerie, spooky, unwelcoming. Outside it had been all Andrew Carnegie. Inside it was all Tim Burton.

      The main desk was a curved dais fronting a two- level, limited-access book collection behind wrought iron bars. The woman seated at the desk was a bit pudgy and probably fiftysomething, D.J. surmised. She was wearing a garish orange sweater that was easily the brightest thing in the room. And she was looking directly at D.J. Or, more accurately, she was glaring at her.

      D.J. made a mental note to stress friendliness at her very first staff meeting. Leading by example, she put on a gracious smile as she stepped forward.

      “Hello,” she said quietly. “I’m Dorothy Jarrow, the new librarian.”

      Somewhere behind her a book slammed loudly closed. The unexpected sound in the hushed library made her jump. D.J. recovered herself quickly and offered another smile to the woman behind the desk.

      “I know exactly who you are,” the woman replied. Her tone was almost openly rude. She continued her task, which seemed to consist of putting address labels on postcards.

      When the woman didn’t volunteer her own name, D.J. requested it.

      “I am Amelia Grundler,” she declared with such adamancy that she obviously expected D.J. to know it. When she did not, the woman added, “I am the librarian.”

      D.J. managed not to drop her jaw on the floor, but her smile did waver. “I...I understood that the librarian had...died.”

      “Miss Popplewell died six years ago,” Miss Grundler said. “But the old woman hadn’t darkened the door to this place in more than a decade. All that time I’ve been here, the acting librarian. Now they go and hire some...some...” The woman was looking D.J. up and down. “Someone else,” she finished.

      “I see.”

      D.J. was mentally gathering up a strategy. New on the job was like being the new kid in school. It always took time to fit in, and more so when your presence was going to displace someone else. She could go with blaming the board, but she wasn’t sure, as an outsider, if risking more dissension wasn’t worse. Or she could beg for help, pointing out how much the woman’s experience and expertise was needed. But at first glance, Amelia Grundler didn’t seem to be the type to be won over by teamwork.

      D.J. had just begun to consider option three, authoritarian threat, when the main door swung open letting in a broad shaft of light and a white-haired, middle-aged woman dressed in elegant purple pinstripes and a fluffy scarf of violet hues.

      “Oh, it is you, it is you,” the entrant said excitedly. “When I saw that moving trailer with the Texas license tag, I said, that’s got to be our girl.” She rushed forward and grabbed D.J. by the hand, as if they were dear friends. “But you shouldn’t have come here first. I was expecting you at the house.”

      “I wanted to see the library.”

      “Not before you get settled in,” the purple person corrected her. “Believe me, you’ll get all the time you can bear in this dreary old place. I’m sure I do.”

      The woman waved away her surroundings with denunciation.

      “But where are my manners! I haven’t even introduced myself. I am, of course, Vivian Sanderson.”

      D.J. had spoken to the head of the library board on the phone. “It’s nice to meet you in person.”

      “We are going to be such friends,” the small woman predicted. “I’m also your landlady. Come, come. Let me get you out of this drab, dusty old place.” The small powerhouse began herding D.J. toward the door.

      D.J. made some effort to resist. After all, this so-called “drab, dusty old place” was her dream job, her future.

      “I really wanted to tour the building,” she argued. Mrs. Sanderson tutted and shook her head. “Tomorrow is soon enough for that,” she said. “This place has been here since dirt was the new thing and it will be exactly the same when Hell freezes over. Besides, I’m sure your staff is not ready for you. They’ll want to make their best first impression.”

      D.J. was already fairly certain that if Miss Grundler was any indication, her employees weren’t going to be all that happy to see her at all.

      The feisty woman had managed to steer her all the way to the door. She huffed a little as she tried to push it open. D.J. had no alternative but to assist.

      “Goodbye, Amelia,” Mrs. Sanderson said with a little wave toward the front desk. More loudly she directed a call toward the stacks. “Goodbye, James!”

      Once outside in the sunlight, the woman paused to look D.J. over from head to toe. “Oh, yes, aren’t you lovely,” she said. “Taller than I expected, but rather prettier than your Linkedln photo. Though gray is not your color, dear. Pink, I’m thinking, but not pastel, more a deep rose.”

      D.J. never wore pink, neither rose nor pastel, and she didn’t intend to start.

      “Mrs. Sanderson, I...”

      “Oh, please, call me Viv, everybody does. And what should I call you? Dorothy? Dot? Dottie?”

      D.J. would have expected the members of the library board to call her Ms. Jarrow.

      “My friends call me D.J.,” she heard herself saying.

      “D.J.” Viv tried it out on her tongue. “I like that. Very cheerful and peppy. Yes, let’s definitely go with that.”

      Flashing a broad smile she began hurrying toward the street.

      As they walked toward the car, Dew spotted them and began making excited circles in anticipation of being on the go once more.

      “Is this your dog?”

      “Yes.”

      Viv nodded. “He’s not too large. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      Fine for what, D.J. wasn’t sure. She’d made it very clear to Mrs. Sanderson that she had a pet. She hoped that her “provided housing” would definitely accommodate that.

      Viv’s car, parked directly in front of D.J., was a Mini Cooper convertible in the exact same shade of purple as her suit.

      D.J. gathered up Dew’s leash and put him back inside his crate. She tossed the leash on the passenger seat beside her and she hurried to follow the older woman.

      With the top of her convertible down, Mrs. Sanderson’s scarf flapping in the breeze a la Isadora Duncan was hard to miss. And though the distance had several turns, which led to the edge of town and left streets for blacktop, her speedometer never got above twenty miles per hour.

      When the purple Mini turned into the driveway of a gorgeous two-story Queen Anne, D.J. pulled in behind it with some trepidation. She had pictured her furnished housing as a second-floor walk-up in a taupe-colored stucco apartment complex. This place was not that. D.J. was fairly certain that the residence was Viv’s own. The lavender paint color with eggplant trim was a dead giveaway.

      Once Dew was let out, he immediately began exploring the front yard. D.J. stood by the car tentatively.

      Mrs. Sanderson walked back to her and followed her gaze to look up proudly at the house. “What do you think?”

      “This is your home,” she said.

      “Oh, yes, of course. And I am so happy to share it with you.”

      “I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

      “Oh, good Heavens, I need all the intrusion I can get,” Viv said enthusiastically.

      “But I...I’m not used to living with anyone.” D.J. tried again.

      “The upstairs apartment is completely private,” Viv assured her. “There’s a little second-floor deck off the back with a beautiful view at sunrise. And I’m as quiet as a mouse. Well, maybe not a mouse. But except for bridge club and Town Girls and Library Friends, the VFW Auxiliary... the Chamber of Commerce, but that’s just once a quarter... the United Methodist Women and... other than that and the occasional friend or neighbor, nobody ever darkens my door.”

      “I’m not sure if it’s the best thing, as librarian, for me to live with the head of the library board.”

      “Don’t give it a thought,” Viv responded. “In a town this small, keeping a respectful distance simply isn’t possible. And remember, I’m providing the accommodation rent-free. With the sad little salary we pay, that will certainly help you save your pennies.”

      The woman did have a point, D.J. agreed. She was frugal by nature and with the money left to her by her parents, she’d paid off her student loans. Still, savings was always good. Besides, she intended to spend most of her time at the library. She could certainly sleep in the upstairs apartment of a well-connected local gadfly. “Well then, I suppose I should unpack the car.”

      “I’ll help,” Viv volunteered. “I was going to ask my son to come by and carry your things up, but then I thought, ‘why introduce them when she’s all hot and sweaty.’”
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      Scott Sanderson glanced up to see Jeannie Brown standing at the narrow counter that served as the pharmacist’s window at Sanderson Drug.

      “Hi, how are you doing today?”

      The thirtysomething woman blushed and shrugged. “I was going to be in town anyway and I thought... Well, I thought why don’t I go by and get Mother’s prescription while I’m here and... so here I am. I mean, I’m fine.”

      Scott smiled at her. “It’ll just take me a minute.”

      “Oh, I hope it’s not any trouble.”

      “No, of course not,” he answered. “Look around, have a coffee. I’ll bring it out to you.”

      She was blushing again. And he was smiling back. Scott liked Jeannie. She was nice. She’d been nice in high school. Now, divorced with a couple of smart, well-behaved kids, she was even nicer. And she liked him. It was hard to mistake that. He should probably ask her out sometime. He probably should. But he knew he never would.

      Jeannie would make some guy a nice wife. But Scott had already tried that. He’d already settled for “nice.” He’d married the nicest girl in town. And that had really not worked out for him. Next time, if there was to be a next time, it was going to take something more than nice to capture his attention.

      He finished gathering up the final two scripts in Dutch Porter’s post-operative medication regimen and then called his wife’s name. The woman already looked exhausted and her husband hadn’t been home for a whole day yet.

      Scott went through all the medications, when they were to be taken, alone or with food, and what to watch out for.

      Mrs. Porter was nodding, but he was fairly certain that she wasn’t hearing much of what he was saying.

      He pulled out his business card from the holder at the side of the window and stapled it to the top of the sack.

      “My cell phone number is on here, you call me anytime, night or day. This is complicated enough that I expect you to have questions.”

      The woman immediately looked relieved. “Thank you, Scott.”

      “Tell Dutch we expect him back in here lying to us about fishing as soon as he’s up to it.”

      She was smiling now, looking better. Dutch’s health was falling apart piece by piece. His wife, Cora, was witness to that on a day-to-day basis. If he could give her a break from that worry, even for only a minute or two, he would. That was as powerful as any medicine he had in the store.

      As Mrs. Porter moved away, Scott glanced across the room toward the long, marble-topped counter and the soda fountain that had been a fixture in Sanderson Drug since the day it opened in 1920. His great-grandfather made more money as a soda jerk than he ever had as a druggist. But he had loved crafting medicines. And apparently that had been passed down all the way to Scott, though what crafting was done these days didn’t occur behind the pharmacist’s window.

      Jeannie was sitting at the fountain. She had her back turned to him, but he caught her stealing glances at him in the mirror. He pretended not to notice.

      Quickly he clicked though the screens on the computer until he found her mom’s regular monthly prescription. He clicked on BUY/PRINT that produced the label. Jeannie’s mother was in the store every few days and could undoubtedly pick it up herself, but if anything were true about the citizens of Verdant, it was that logic and reason were not always the first choice as a guide to behavior.

      Scott walked straight to the right bottle on the right shelf. He’d been working in this small, rigorously organized space practically since childhood. His father had been the pharmacist then, and he had trained Scott in the same way his own father had trained him. Every evening, every Saturday and every summer, Scott had worked in the pharmacy. It had never been considered that he might want to do anything else. In small towns, stores were simply passed down. But Scott enjoyed what he did, and he knew he was lucky in that. What if the family vocation had been septic tanks or mortuary service? It didn’t bear thinking about.

      He glanced up to see Jeannie looking at him again. He didn’t make eye contact.

      For Scott, living as a divorced man in Verdant meant there were two kinds of women to be avoided: single women and married ones. Or to put it another way, those who expected commitment and those who couldn’t be bothered with it.

      Scott had experience with both types.

      He’d started dating Stephanie Rossiter his sophomore year in high school. Six years dating. A two-year engagement. The biggest, fanciest wedding that Verdant had ever seen. But the marriage was dead on arrival. Including the divorce’s 60-day waiting period, they had been lawfully yoked together for exactly eight months.

      Scott had hardly begun to recover when he found a shoulder to cry on in Eileen Holland. The wife of the proprietor of C&H Grain Elevator secretly amused herself with brief but thrilling affairs. She was discreet enough not to get caught, and savvy enough to pick men who wouldn’t give her away. It would have been lying to say he hadn’t enjoyed it. But there was an emptiness to it that he hadn’t expected and that he hadn’t been able to tolerate. Scott had been the one to bow out first. That was apparently an uncommon experience for Eileen, and she hadn’t liked it much. She hadn’t spoken to him since, which was very hard to do in a town that size.

      Scott poured a guesstimate into the pill tray and swept them across one-by-one with the quick precision of a man who had done this a million times. He was only off by one, which went back into the storage container. The month’s supply went into a prescription bottle. He double-checked the label before affixing it to the front. Then he rang it up on the computer to be billed at the end of the month. Although city pharmacies wouldn’t dream of distributing drugs on credit, most of his patients expected to run a tab.

      He bagged it, stapled the bill to the front and carried it out to Jeannie.

      She smiled up at him. A broad, friendly smile that was even more winning in the dark pink lipstick she was wearing. Jeannie looked great today. Big blue eyes and blonde hair cut to frame her face. She’d gained a few pounds over the last few years, but she was more curvy than chubby, and Scott found her very attractive.

      “Do you have time to take a break with me?” she asked.

      He didn’t want to give her hope, but he couldn’t be rude.

      “Sure,” he answered, but instead of taking the seat beside her, he walked around the counter.

      Paula, his fountain help, looked pleased.

      “Well, great. I’ll take this chance to make a trip to the ‘Ladies,”’ she announced.

      The last thing Scott wanted was to be left alone, but he could hardly ask his employee not to go to the bathroom.

      With a falsely cheerful smile, he drew himself half a glass of root beer with lots of ice and perched atop the cold box. He was immediately opposite Jeannie, but with twenty-two inches of solid rock between them.

      “So what brings you to town?” he asked her.

      It was an innocent enough question. It was probably asked in his store alone a dozen times a day. For those who lived and worked on the thousands of acres of surrounding wheat fields, a trip to town always had some purpose.

      “I... I just came in to go to the gym.”

      Her hesitance made it sound like a lie. And Scott figured it probably was. She had on dressy jeans and a crisply pressed blouse. Her makeup was perfect and her hair completely straight except for the one blonde curl that she kept nervously tucking behind her right ear.

      They had been friends since high school. He hated that both of them now being single had to ruin that. In Verdant, however, the unmarried comprised a tiny segment of the population and there was constant pressure to dwindle the numbers. Most people wed high school sweethearts and never looked back. Both he and Jeannie had tried that without success. And they’d both found being back on the dating scene in their thirties to be dicey. They couldn’t even see a movie together without raising speculation. And if they raised speculation and nothing came of it, that would be even worse— especially for Jeannie. For Scott, it would merely disappoint his mother. As a single man, he could still play the field and be admired for it. Old Mr. Paske was known as the Rest Home Romeo, and the townsfolk cheered him on. It was different for women, though. Misogyny was alive and well in the small town of Verdant. And any guy whose ambition was not to be a total jerk needed to remember that.

      He searched his brain for some subject of conversation that might put her at ease.

      “How are the kids?”

      “Oh, they’re great. Great.”

      “How’s your wheat?”

      “It’s pretty good,” she answered. “Browning up nicely. Dad hasn’t checked the moisture content yet, but I suspect we’re not more than ten days to two weeks from showtime.”

      Showtime was the local euphemism for harvest. Winter wheat was the lifeblood of the area, the foundation of the local economy. There were soybean fields, too, and more than a handful of oil and natural gas wells dotting the area. But it was wheat that paid the bills for everybody in this part of Kansas.

      “What have you been up to?” Jeannie asked him.

      Scott shrugged. “It’s Verdant. Same headaches, same people.”

      “Well, not all the same people,” Jeannie said. “The new librarian arrived today.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Suzy Granfeldt called me,” Jeannie revealed. “She hasn’t met her yet, but she said Miss Grundler hated her on sight.”

      “Miss Grundler hates everybody,” Scott pointed out. “Sometimes even without seeing them.”

      Jeannie giggled. “True. So that’s at least one thing in the librarian’s favor. And then, of course everybody knows that your mom picked her. Your mom is so good about people. She wouldn’t choose somebody we couldn’t live with.”

      Scott wasn’t so sure. A year ago he would have trusted his mother’s judgment completely. But since his dad’s death, she’d been different. He’d expected her to be grief-stricken and lost, and she had been for a while, but lately she was all motivated about something. He couldn’t figure out what. And there was that crazy food thing. His mother, who was cooking for one, bought enough canned goods to feed a small army for months.

      “It’s probably good that Mom’s getting more involved in the library,” he told Jeannie.

      “I’m sure the new librarian will be just what we need,” she said. “Although honestly, why Viv thought we needed anybody remains kind of a mystery. I mean, we’ve gotten along fine forever. Now suddenly our sad little book collection requires a professional?”

      “Maybe she hopes that people will actually go to the library,” Scott suggested.

      “Well, the kids still go,” Jeannie pointed out. “They have to. But since I got my e-reader, it’s worth it to me to keep my distance.”

      He nodded. “I don’t think you’re alone in that. Every time I’m there, the place is like a tomb.”

      “A tomb to share with Miss Grundler.”

      “And James, don’t forget James.”

      “Oh, yeah, James.”

      “Do you think there really is a James or is he just a figment of our imagination?”

      Jeannie giggled. “Well, you can’t prove it by me. I’ve hardly caught a glimpse of the guy since tenth grade.” The bell at the front door tinkled and Maureen Shultz, coughing into a handkerchief, arrived with a prescription for antibiotics.

      As if she’d been listening from the door to the stockroom, Paula returned to the fountain immediately and kindly offered to make Maureen a cup of hot tea while she waited.

      The woman might have been ill, but it apparently didn’t hamper her hunger for gossip. As Scott filled the script, he overheard the three women sharing what little they knew about the new librarian. No one had met her. No one had even seen her, except Scott’s mom and Miss Grundler, but that didn’t deter speculation. It seemed to stimulate it.

      “She’s moving into the upstairs apartment at Viv Sanderson’s house,” Maureen revealed.

      Scott raised an eyebrow at that news. During his divorce, he’d made the upstairs into a separate retreat for himself to take away some of the sting of having to move home with his parents. Five years ago, when he’d bought his own place, he’d encouraged his parents to rent it. They hadn’t been that interested. Once his mother became a widow, he’d renewed his urging, not wanting her alone at night in the big old house.

      “I don’t want a stranger living here,” she’d stated adamantly. “This has always been a family home. I’m not turning it into a boardinghouse.”

      Apparently, she had changed her mind.

      The discussion at the fountain continued. “What educated, professional woman in her right mind would want to bury herself in a town like Verdant?”

      The question had come from Jeannie, who had lived in the community, apparently by choice, for her entire lifetime.

      “A homely old maid, married to her cat?” Paula suggested.

      Maureen disagreed. “Karl saw her photo on that website job application thing and said that she looks kind of pretty.”

      “I never heard of a pretty librarian in my life,” Paula declared.

      Jeannie giggled. “That’s because you’ve always lived here, and we’ve always had Miss Grundler.”

      “Well, if she’s pretty and she’s here, then she must be running away from something,” Paula declared.

      “Maybe so,” Maureen agreed. “I’m sure we’ll figure it out. It’s as true as I live that when you set your future toward running away, your past will come to trip you up every time.”
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      D.J. woke with a terrible taste in her mouth and a pounding headache. She must have slept in her contacts. Her eyes were burning so much she refused to open them. She was slightly sick to her stomach and her whole body hurt. The twinges in the muscles of her legs and thighs felt like they did the first day back at the gym. She groaned. She hated being ill and she almost never was, but she must be coming down with something. Some really crappy something.

      She was sweaty and hot, with a big, breathing body pressed up beside her. Her roommate’s dog must have sneaked into her bed again. She loved the big, goofy Labrador, but he should at least stay on his side of the mattress. Blindly she reached out to nudge him over.

      “Ugh.”

      It was not a doglike reply, and at that very same instant she realized that the skin beneath her fingers was not a healthy pelt of fur, but an expanse of human flesh.

      She sprang up like a jack-in-a-box, sitting rigidly in the bed, her eyes wide-open.

      She was in a strange room, in a strange bed, with a strange man asleep beside her.

      A wave of nausea swept over her, which she only just managed to swallow as the flash of memories from the previous night came flooding back. Sun. Surf. An excess of suds.

      Spring break.

      Take a vacation from who you are, she’d told herself. Find out what it’s like to be another woman. A crazy, sexy, wild woman. A woman who sleeps with strangers.

      As she remembered it, remembered it all, her terror turned to horror and embarrassment. Humiliation tinged with desperation. What had she been thinking? Obviously, she’d not been thinking at all.

      She had to get out of there. She couldn’t face this man, this person who knew all about her body, but nothing about her.

      Deliberately she tried to calm her breathing and engage her brain. She had to get away. And it was best to slip away unnoticed.

      He had his head turned from her. That was good. She didn’t need to see him to remember him. The way he’d touched her. The response he’d drawn from her. That was not forgettable. But she was determined that there would be not one more thing to remember.

      She eyed him warily as she slowly, carefully peeled the bedcovers from her body. Beneath the tangle of sheets she was totally naked. That is, unless she counted some whisker burn and a love bite on the inside of her thigh.

      She eased her right leg off the edge of the bed and rolled slightly trying to create the smallest impact possible on the mattress. She made it to her feet with minimal jostling, only to involuntarily gasp when her first step encountered something cold and wet and squishy. She glanced anxiously toward the man in the bed. When he didn’t move, she breathed easier. Standing on one foot, she peeled the used condom from her heel. She looked around for a place to throw it and was grateful to locate some of her clothes strewn on the floor nearby. Well, not really her clothes. There was Terri’s leather skirt. Heather’s sequin-covered bikini top. And the five-inch turquoise Plexiglas heels that had been the gag gift for her birthday. Yesterday she’d turned 21. She was a full-fledged adult now. And apparently her first official adult act had been to behave like a very stupid kid.

      She silently gathered her things and backed into the bathroom, keeping a cautious eye on the guy in the bed as she closed the door. On the vanity inside she found her borrowed evening bag and sighed in relief. Her wallet was there, as well as her keys, lipstick and mascara.

      She turned to look at herself in the mirror. She would have laughed if it had been funny. She still had on plenty of makeup, at least twice as much as she normally wore. It was merely smeared in all the wrong places. She turned on a small stream of warm water and washed up with the one available cloth she found.

      That made her feel a little better, but she needed to get away from here. Away from the stranger in that bed. Away from the craziness that she’d brought on herself. And she needed to do it now.

      She slipped on her top and skirt. Where were her panties? They were not among her clutch of retrieved clothing, she realized. She would have to go without them.

      She put on the shoes, but they were way too high for her and she felt wobbly. How could she have danced the night away and now not be able to stand? Regardless, they really made the short skirt seem even shorter and without underwear...

      Barefoot again, she decided she could not leave without panties. She didn’t know where she was or how far she’d have to walk to get to her own motel, and she didn’t have the guts to make that trek going commando. Her panties were somewhere in that bedroom and she had to go back in there.

      She gave herself a determined glance in the mirror before easing open the door and scoping out the room. There was his shirt, his shoes, his trousers, belt still attached. Something glimmered on the carpeting. She tiptoed over to it and picked it up. It was the belly chain he’d bought for her at that little hippy store next to the beach. It was broken, of course. The way they’d been tearing at each other’s clothes, it had no chance of survival. It was cheap and shiny and never meant to last. Still, she stuffed it into her purse.

      She stacked the shoes and purse on the table next to the front door, then moved stealthily around the bed that dominated the space. Slowly, methodically, she picked items up off the floor to see if anything was hidden beneath. She found boxer shorts, socks, a bar tab receipt and two more used condoms, but no ladies’ underwear of any kind. She was working up the courage to check under the bed, when the occupant moaned.

      She froze as he rolled over on his back. His face looked different in the daylight than in her foggy memory. She remembered how Terri had urged her to go for the beefy guy with the World of Warcraft tattoo. But somehow this guy’s smile had won her over. He was not smiling now. His mouth was slightly open, his face unlined as if dreaming the dreams of the innocent. He had not seemed innocent last night. Last night he had been sexy, powerful, aggressive. Asleep he looked actually very ordinary. Last night he had been mature and sophisticated. This morning he looked young. And kind.

      Young and kind? That was not at all how she wanted to remember him. In fact, she didn’t want to remember him at all. Except perhaps as a cautionary tale. This was the type of mindless, naive indignity that a woman could bring upon herself when she doubted her own value. When she felt less than other women around her. When she felt incapable of engendering normal relationships. When she talked herself into believing that experience for the sake of experience was something to be desired.

      D.J. was ashamed. She was embarrassed. She was remorseful. If she could make it out of this motel and back where she belonged, she promised herself to hold those three emotions tightly to her notion of self-respect and never let anything like this happen again.

      It was then that she spotted the red lace panties she’d been searching for. He was wearing them like an armband on his right bicep. At first, she thought she would just have to let them go. But smoothing down the back of the short, short leather skirt changed her mind. She steeled herself for a long moment and then stepped forward and attempted to ease them down his arm. She made a few inches of progress, only to find difficulty negotiating around his elbow. Carefully, so carefully, she pulled at the handful of lace, watching it move around the sharp point of bone. And when it did, the elastic unexpectedly snapped back.

      The man startled awake, his brown eyes wide-open.

      “Uh, hi.”

      She yanked the panties possessively and ran for the door.

      “Hey, wait!” he called out.

      She didn’t. Before the door had even slammed shut, she was down the steps, racing across the parking lot and up the sidewalk of an unfamiliar street in an unfamiliar town, her purse and shoes in one hand, her panties in the other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Four

          

          
            080. General Collections

          

        

      

    

    
      The sunrise view from the apartment’s second floor porch was really as nice as Viv had said it would be. And D.J. was up to see it, her cup full of coffee and her mind full of ideas. It was only six-thirty, but she was already showered, dressed and ready for her workday much earlier than she could ever go in.

      The little porch was furnished with a small teak table and two chairs, as well as a comfy-looking glider beneath the roof overhang, which offered a fabulous view of sky and wheat fields as far as the eye could see. But D.J. was too excited to sit. Instead she paced. At her feet, and in solidarity she was sure, Dew marched right beside her.

      “Hello! Hello up there.”

      D.J. heard the voice of her landlady and walked over to the railing to see her just below, near the entrance to the stairs.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Sanderson.”

      “Viv, honey. You have to call me Viv. I heard you moving around, and I made popovers. I hope you haven’t already eaten.”

      “I don’t really do breakfast,” D.J. answered.

      “Well, your first morning in town certainly calls for a celebration,” Viv told her as she made her way up to the porch. “And I just love a relaxed morning visit.”

      D.J. had thought that the two were surely visited out. Last night as she’d unloaded her possessions, Viv had seemed eager to help her unpack. Even after D.J. had very sternly refused the help, she’d come back a half hour later with dinner on a tray.

      D.J. was too much of an introvert to find that comfortable. She hadn’t shared living space since her best friend, Terri, got married. The idea of Mrs. Sanderson as a constant companion was a nonstarter. No reason to even bother unpacking. She wouldn’t be here that long.

      And she was determined to be straight about that right up front, she decided as she got the woman a cup of coffee. By the time D.J. returned, Viv was already seated at the little teak table. Dew was perched with his front paws up on the chair wearing his I’m-too-cute-to-resist-me look. Mrs. Sanderson was trying to feed him a popover. He was dutifully sniffing at it, but showing no particular interest.

      “He doesn’t eat table food. He doesn’t like it,” D.J. told her, adding, “Get down, Dew.”

      The dog immediately complied.

      “Do?” Viv chuckled. “Is that the puppy’s name? As in do-do? You did say he’s housebroken...”

      “Absolutely,” D.J. assured her. “It’s actually Dew as in Dewey Decimal System. My friends always kid me that I’m ‘married to the public library.’ So I decided to name ‘my only child’ after his father.”

      D.J. patted her lap and her very well-behaved bundle of energy jumped up and took a seat.

      “Mrs. Sanderson, I’d like to formally introduce you to Melvil Dewey, Jr.”

      Viv laughed. “He is charming,” she said. “My son, Scott, had a cocker spaniel when he was a boy. What do you do with him while you’re a work?”

      “Oh, he just hangs around the house. Typically I race home on my lunch break to walk him.”

      “No need to do that,” Viv said. “I’m here anyway. I’d be happy to take him for a walk.”

      “Mrs. Sanderson,” she began to protest. Then seeing the words forming on the woman’s lips, she corrected herself. “Viv.”

      The landlady smiled, pleased.

      “You don’t need to do that. I know there will be lots to do at the library, but I can take care of my own dog.”

      “Of course you can,” Viv said. “But I’m out walking every day anyway. I might as well take Mr. Dewey along with me. If only for my own protection.” She added the last with a grin.

      Dew rose up on his paws in D.J.’s lap and began wagging his tail as if he knew that he was the subject of attention.

      “See,” Viv pointed out. “He loves the idea!”

      D.J. acquiesced with reluctance.

      “I’ll leave his leash by the back door,” she said. “I guess you have a key to my apartment?”

      Viv nodded and then directed her response to Dew. “We’re going to be such friends, you and I.”

      D.J. carefully gathered up her thoughts. This woman was her landlady and, in a large sense, her boss. She was not a roommate or a best friend.

      “Viv, I think I must be blunt about this,” she said. “I am a very private person. I’ve been accustomed to living on my own. I don’t mean to be unfriendly, but...”

      “Oh, honey, I understand perfectly,” Viv answered. “A woman definitely needs her own space. I was young myself once. And I have a daughter of my own.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes. She’s my eldest. Married to a nice man and living in Kansas City. She teaches drama, of all things. I told her it was a vocation she’s been cultivating since birth. No child was ever more dramatic about everything than my lovely Leanne. My husband John used to say it was like living with Norma Desmond. She came down the stairs every day ‘looking for her close-up, Mr. DeMille.’”

      D.J. felt herself being charmed by Viv’s obvious delight in her children. Her own parents had never seemed to have any opinion on who she was or what she did. Viv spoke of her daughter with such warmth, it was almost as if their relationship had been by choice rather than a mere accident of fate.

      “I’m sure it was...pleasant having someone so... artistic living in your home.”

      Viv nodded. “The way John and I saw it, our children balanced each other out. Leanne was edgy and imaginative and never saw a risk she wasn’t willing to take, while Scott has been steady and responsible since the day he was born. I can always count on Scott. Come to think of it, there’s not anyone who knows him who can’t count on him. He’s that kind of guy.”

      “Isn’t that nice,” D.J. said politely, resisting the urge to look at her watch.

      “John and I worried that he might want to leave Verdant. Well, I guess the truth is we worried he might leave, and we worried that he might not. The last thing we wanted was for him to feel trapped here with the business.”

      “The business?”

      “We own the drugstore downtown. It’s been in my husband’s family since they were selling cigars to the Kiowas.”

      Viv laughed at her little joke. D.J. smiled.

      “In the end, we were so glad that Scott stayed. Not everybody who grows up in a small town wants to live there forever.”

      “No, I suppose not,” D.J. agreed.

      “And after his divorce... I did mention that he’s divorced?”

      “Uh...”

      “Well, he is. You might as well know that. It’s a fact. It can’t be helped. And it was a mess.” Viv waved her hand in front of her face as if she could whisk it all away. “I suppose that sort of thing always is. I wouldn’t know. We’ve never had a divorce in our family before. But infidelity...” Viv gave an exaggerated shrug of her shoulders. “What’s a mother to do?”

      D.J. gave no answer, but Mrs. Sanderson didn’t appear to require one.

      “I am just very grateful that he decided to stay. They say the only way to get past gossip in a small town is to avoid it completely or grow so old you’ve outlived it.” Viv sighed. “Oh, but now you’ll be thinking you’ve moved into this hive of rumormongers,” she said. “It is kind of that way. But mostly we’re very chummy, you know. Everyone knows everyone. It’s like a gigantic extended family. That can be very appealing. Although I’m sure it may be very different from your upbringing as an only child in a city neighborhood.”

      D.J. paused mid-sip of her coffee.

      “How did you know I was an only child?”

      Viv looked momentarily like a deer in headlights. “Didn’t you mention it?”

      “No, no, I don’t think so.”

      “It must have been on your resume.”

      That was ridiculous. There was absolutely no personal information listed.

      D.J. shook her head.

      Viv shrugged. “Well, something must have made me think so.” She gave a bright smile and then glanced at her watch. “Look at the time.” Viv downed her coffee and rose to her feet. “I’d better get busy. Mr. Dewey, I will see you later. So much to do today.”

      That was supposed to be D.J.’s line.

      By 7:30, she couldn’t wait another minute. D.J. drove her car, empty trailer still attached, back along the circuitous route she’d come toward the beautiful library on Government Street.

      The small parking lot behind the building was completely empty. D.J. parked longwise, taking up three spaces but promised herself that she would find the place to turn in the trailer by midday.

      There was an employees’ entrance in the back. Hopeful, she gathered up her box of moving-in files and carried them to the doorway. As she neared the entrance, her eyes were drawn to the bicycle attached to the metal railing. Her first thought was simply that perhaps one of her employees biked to work. As she got a better look, she began to hope not. The very ordinary-looking, slightly rusted bicycle was attached to the railing with U-locks on both the front and back tires. A chain connected the two locks together and to another chain that wove in and out of the metal with padlocks attached every few inches. Two U-locks and half a dozen padlocks?

      D.J. stopped to survey her surroundings. She couldn’t imagine this place as a high crime zone. She could almost see the police station from the sidewalk. Still, she made a mental note to ask questions about security. The safety and property of both the employees and patrons were her responsibility, as well.

      In contrast to the precautions for the rusty bicycle, the back door was open and D.J. was able to walk right in. The place appeared dark and deserted. She found the light switches to the right of the door and quickly illuminated the building’s nonpublic workroom. There were boxes, book carts and tables spread with supplies. Here was where books were shipped and received, cataloged or repaired and made ready for lending. Although the nature of such work was chaos, the place appeared relatively neat. In the far corner there was a tiny break room space with a circular table, four chairs, a microwave and coffeemaker. D.J. immediately walked over and began going through the cabinets, locating what was needed to make coffee. She smiled to herself. Making sure the director had a hot cup of morning coffee when she arrived had been one of her tasks at D.J.’s last job. Now that she was the director, somebody should be bringing coffee to her.

      She thought about the only employee that she knew and couldn’t imagine Amelia Grundler performing such a duty.

      As the hot brown liquid began dripping through the machine, D.J. ventured out into the public area. If it had been a dim and gloomy cave yesterday afternoon, it was even more so this morning. D.J. went behind the circulation desk and began switching on the lights. From the corner of her eye, a shadow moved through the stacks, startling her.

      “Who’s there?”

      There was an almost eerie silence and then a book slammed shut loudly, startling her.

      “Who is there?” Her voice was sterner as she repeated her question.

      Silence again. Then from somewhere among the shelves of books a timid baritone voice answered.

      “James.”

      D.J. remembered the name from the day before. Viv had called out a goodbye as they left.

      She still didn’t see him anywhere.

      “I’m Ms. Jarrow, the new librarian,” she announced in his general direction.

      No answer.

      “Why are you hiding in the stacks?”

      She thought he was going to ignore that question as well, but after a moment there was a tentative reply.

      “Working.”

      D.J. couldn’t imagine what kind of work he could be doing alone and in the dark.

      “Come out here so I can meet you,” she said.

      Another hesitation.

      “No,” he answered.

      “No?”

      D.J. walked in the direction of where she thought his voice was coming from. She turned down that row of books. He was not there. She went to the next aisle, and the next. She couldn’t find him, though once she did sense a shadow moving just beyond her vision. Finally she stopped, annoyed.

      “I’m not going to chase you down!”

      “Okay.”

      “HEL-LO!” A voice called out from the back door. D.J. stepped out from between the shelves to see a young woman hurrying toward her.

      “I thought you might be here,” she said. “I came early just to meet you. I’m so excited!”

      As if to illustrate that, she grabbed both of D.J.’s hands in her own and almost bounced with enthusiasm

      “Uh... hi,” D.J. said.

      “I’m Suzy, Suzy Newton— No, I mean Suzy Granfeldt. See, I’m so thrilled I can’t even remember my own name!” She giggled delightedly. “I’m the girl from Bookmobile 2.”

      D.J. thought the term “girl” was being misused. Despite her clothes from the “juniors” department and bouncing ponytail, Suzy was at least as old as D.J. herself.

      She continued to giggle. “Last night my phone just rang and rang. I’m suddenly Miss Most Popular. Everybody wants to talk to me because everyone wants to know about you. Getting a new person in town who’s not like...married to one of us, is so unordinary. And it’s almost like a TV drama having you come in and throw Miss Grundler out on her tuffet.”

      Another giggle escaped the small woman. D.J. was pretty sure that sound would get very old in a hurry.

      “I’m not throwing anybody out. We’re a small staff and we’re going to need to work as a team.”

      Suzy’s expression immediately changed to wide-eyed worship as she grasped D.J.’s hands once more. “I love being on a team,” she stated with great drama. “I was on cheerleading squad for four years in high school. In my whole life so far, it’s the thing I’m most proud of.” D.J. was sure the woman must be joking, but there was nothing in her expression beyond solemn sincerity. At a loss at how to respond, she was rescued by the arrival of the other bookmobile operator, a stoic man who also appeared about her own age. He was as big and quiet as Suzy was tiny and animated. He shook D.J.’s hand very formally and introduced himself as Amos Brigham.

      “I haven’t had a chance to look at the bookmobile schedules,” D.J. admitted to them. “But I am hoping that you two have time for a short staff meeting this morning before you head out.”

      “A staff meeting.” Suzy repeated the phrase wistfully, as if it were some strange exotic vacation locale. “We’ve never had a staff meeting.”

      “Miss Grundler typically leaves a note in our mailbox when she has something to say to us,” Amos verified.

      D.J. wanted to roll her eyes, but managed to maintain professional decorum. “Notes in the mailbox are fine, too,” she waffled slightly. “But staff meetings bring in every voice and build team unity.”

      Suzy turned to Amos and informed him in a whisper. “We’re on a team now.”

      No reaction showed on the man’s face. Instead he answered D.J.’s question. “I have to be in Hadeston by ten o’clock.”

      That meant nothing to her.

      “I’m loaded up, gassed up and ready to go,” he continued. “So if we could get through the meeting in the next half hour, I’d be okay.”

      “I’m in Elmira and Brushy this morning,” Suzy piped in, “but I can get there real easy. I wouldn’t miss the staff meeting for anything.”

      D.J. nodded. She glanced at her watch. Amelia Grundler had yet to show up, but perhaps it would be better to have their first meeting together privately.

      “Okay, let’s get started,” she said. “Shall we sit at the table in the break area?”

      “Did you want James at the meeting?” Amos asked.

      “Of course,” she answered and then turned toward the shelves behind her. “James, I need you to attend the staff meeting.”

      There was no immediate response, but a moment later a book slammed shut loudly.

      “Maybe we’d better have it out here,” Amos said. “That way he can hear what you’re saying. He won’t go to the break room if anyone is in there.”

      The idea of meeting in the middle of the dark, depressing space in front of the circulation desk wasn’t going to enhance the quality of the meeting, but D.J. didn’t argue when Amos began bringing chairs for them.

      “James is an odd duck,” he said to D.J. by way of explanation. “But he’s a good worker.”

      Suzy was nodding with agreement. “You’ll get used to that slamming-the-books-closed thing,” she assured her. “The shelving he does is perfect. Every month or so, I ask him to do my bookmobile. I just tell him I need it and leave it unlocked. I never see him go in or come out, but the next day, the books will be absolutely perfect.” “He never takes a day off. He’s never sick. He’s been working here since he was a kid, really. They hired him on staff maybe thirty years ago.”

      “You’ll never get three words out of him,” Suzy explained. “But he’s very dependable.”

      Having his co-workers defend him so adamantly, D.J. realized she was going to have to give the guy some latitude. Still, she worried.

      “As long as he does his job and doesn’t upset the patrons, I’m sure we’ll get along fine,” D.J. said, a little louder than necessary, expecting her words to carry into the most distant nooks and crannies of the building.

      Suzy giggled again. “The patrons rarely even see him. And it really keeps the children out of the adult section. Going into the stacks is something only brave boys do on a dare.”

      D.J. wasn’t sure that could be seen as a positive, but she decided to change the subject. She found the notes that she’d carefully written up as an agenda.

      “Since we’ve all met,” she began, “I won’t need to introduce myself. I am very happy to be here in Verdant. I commend all of the staff on the work that you’ve been doing. And I am very motivated to work with you to ensure this library continues to be an asset to the community.”

      She glanced down to “Point 1” of her notes, but before she could make it, Suzy spoke up.

      “So where did you grow up, where are you from?”

      “Uh...Wichita,” D.J. answered.

      “I love Wichita,” Suzy assured her. “What part of town?”

      “College Hill.”

      “Oh, that’s nice, I think.” Suzy looked over at Amos for confirmation. “That’s a nice area, right?”

      Amos shrugged.

      “It was lovely,” D.J. replied shortly. “Now I wanted to talk to you...”

      “Does your family still live there? In College Hill?”

      “No, my parents died several years ago.”

      “Oh, my God! That’s awful. What happened?”

      “They were killed in a traffic accident,” D.J. answered. “But this isn’t what I wanted to talk about.”

      “Of course not,” Suzy agreed. “You’re obviously still grieving. When a tragedy occurs it can get stuck on you and it just goes on and on. It’s called PSST or something. What is it, Amos?”

      The other bookmobile driver did not respond. His face remained completely deadpan.

      Suzy smiled at him apologetically. “Apparently some terrible things happened to him when he was deployed overseas,” Suzy said, looking between him and D.J. “PFPC? What is it? We try never to talk about it.”

      Amos rose from his chair brusquely. “I’ve got to get on the road,” he said as he moved away.

      “I had to tell her,” Suzy called after him. “Otherwise she wouldn’t know.”

      But Amos kept going and didn’t even look back. D.J. was stunned at the sudden ruin of her meeting.

      Suzy leaned toward her slightly. “He was deployed with the National Guard and nobody really knows what happened. When he left, he was just another happy-go-lucky guy, but he came back so...strange. He must have—”

      “PTSD,” D.J. interrupted before Suzy could get it wrong again. “And it’s none of my business,” she said sternly. “If Amos wants me to know something, Amos will tell me.”

      “Oh, right, sure,” Suzy agreed. “So where did you go to high school?”

      “What?”

      “College Hill, that’s like East High, right?”

      “Yes. Uh... no. It is but I didn’t go to high school there. I went to Hockaday in Dallas.”

      “Your family moved to Dallas?”

      “No, it’s a boarding school.”

      Suzy clasped her hands beneath her chin dramatically. “I read a book about a boarding school once!” At that moment the door to the back room swung open so violently that it rocked all the way open to slam against the opposite wall. Suzy made a startled squeal and jumped to her feet. Amelia Grundler stood on the threshold, her expression grim, her brows furrowed in anger.

      “It is 9:02 a.m. and the front door is not open!” she announced stridently.

      A pale, wan figure emerged silently from the shelves, rushed to the front door and clicked open the lock before disappearing as abruptly as he’d appeared.

      Miss Grundler glared at D.J. “Your first day in charge and you can’t even open for business on time.”

      Suzy scurried out of the room with a quick, worried glance in their direction.

      The woman was looking daggers at D.J., but she was not about to be intimidated on her first day.

      “You’re late, Amelia,” she said. “And I’m afraid that we were forced to have our weekly staff meeting without you.”

      Amelia’s eyes narrowed. Obviously, the woman was going to make things hard for D.J. She would be on eagle-eyed watch for any trouble, any error, any weakness, and she would use that against D.J. while she was on probation. Amelia was going to try to get her old job back any way she could. That was as clear as if she’d said it aloud. She didn’t need to verbalize. D.J. could easily interpret the woman’s body language, and it was saying something like, “I’ll get you, my pretty. And your little dog, too.”
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            102. Miscellany of Philosophy

          

        

      

    

    
      Scott took his early-morning run along the banks of the small green brook that meandered along the west edge of his hometown and gave the community its name. The path was well worn by hikers, joggers, walkers and those in search of a good fishing spot. Scott had been up and down it so many times, in so many seasons, in every kind of weather, that he really no longer saw the stands of tall native grass or the hard, leathery fruit on the hedge apple tree. He didn’t hear the throaty call of the meadowlark singing for his ladylove or the trickle of the water as it passed among the stepping-stones.

      He had taken up running in high school to combat sexual frustration. He could never have imagined back then that at age thirty he’d still need it...and for the same reason. He felt like moaning aloud. Instead he picked up the pace.

      Scott rounded the corner and at the fork in the path, took the incline that led around the edge of the nearby cemetery. A sturdy stone wall fronted the area, but on the side where he ran, no one had bothered to build one. There were no grazing cattle to get in and no sleepwalking ghosts to get out. Near the southeast corner, he spared a glance in the direction of his father’s final resting place. Even now, more than a year later, the loss still ached. His dad had been a great man. Not in the sense of money or power. John Sanderson had been fair, trustworthy and hardworking. He was a man to be counted upon to step up and help. And it didn’t matter to him if the need came from a neighbor or a stranger. He was honest, almost to a fault. And you could tell him anything and he’d never judge, never even bat an eye. He’d been the one person his son could speak to in confidence.

      The worst thing about Kansas, his father had said on that long-ago morning when Scott had made his embarrassing confession, is that with the exception of death or the weather, we grow up thinking everything bad that happens to us is somehow our own fault, even when it is not.

      That had turned out to be the truth. But the truth had not set him free.

      At the blacktopped street, officially named Cottonwood Avenue, but known by everyone in town as Cemetery Road, he paused. To his right a path cut through a scraggle of overgrown milkweed to his parent’s home. He needed to check in on his mother. It had been almost a week since he’d seen her, and she wasn’t the type to call and say she needed something. Then he remembered what Maureen had said about the new librarian rooming with her. That could be good. That could be very good.

      Scott smiled as he turned north toward his own
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