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PART I

WEEK FOUR

MONDAY
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She came to with her ankles hobbled and her hands tied behind her back. She had hated playing Blind Man’s Bluff when she was a kid, and she liked blindfolds even less now as she lay in the back seat of a car, bumping over a rutted gravel road that threw stones against the undercarriage. Her own car, no less. She knew that because she smelled the cinnamon buns. She’d bought some at the Delicious to drop by her aunt’s house in Hastings, a spur-of-the-moment visit designed to save gas and kill two birds with one stone. A bad analogy under the circumstances. She should have called first. Then somebody would have expected her to be someplace. That’s what she’d been putting in the car when somebody cracked her over the head. The cinnamon buns. Now they filled her car with their smell of homespun comfort, the aroma of a leisurely breakfast. 

Why would anybody knock her out and steal her cinnamon rolls?

A child’s voice said, “Mommy, is that lady sleeping?”

“Yes, Willie. Don’t you worry none about her. You just finish that sticky bun I brought you.”

Well, then. It was all right. She was tied up and blindfolded and her head hurt like the dickens, but a little kid had the cinnamon buns.

She was obviously losing her mind.
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PART II

WEEK ONE

MONDAY
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I heard Margaret Casperson’s 1933 Duesenberg pull up in front of the library where Sadie’s yellow Chevy usually sat. The day was mild enough for open windows, and Marmalade and I happened to be close to one in the Reference section, straightening up the Funk & Wagnall’s Encyclopedias someone recently bequeathed to the Martinsville library. That is to say, I was straightening the books while Marmalade sniffed around the bottom of the shelf.

A bug is under there.

As Margaret trudged up the walk, I opened the heavy front door and stepped out onto the wide porch, that standard feature of all the gracious old houses in town. And some that weren’t so gracious, if truth be told. 

She paused to pat the stone lion on her left and grinned up at me. “Are you ready for a surprise?”

“Sure. I love surprises.”

She rummaged in a dark blue gift bag and pulled out an envelope. “Here’s yours, Biscuit. Wait. Don’t open it till I get up there.” She reached for the wrought iron banister and hauled herself up the few steps.

“Are your feet bothering you more today?” My feet hardly ever hurt, but when they did, it was awful. I couldn’t imagine walking around in pain all the time, and Margaret was only in her early forties.

“Oh, after a while I get used to it. Doc gave me some pain pills and I’ve been taking those pretty regularly, but today they don’t seem to be helping much.” I bit my tongue to keep from telling her what I thought about pain pills in general. “Okay,” she said. “Open it up.”

A rubber-stamped boat, or rather a ship, graced the ivory envelope in the upper left corner. Margaret may have had enough money to buy her own ocean liner from her petty cash account, but she still took delight in simple crafts. Everything she’d given me, except the stone lions, sported a rubber stamp of some sort on it. She stood there leaning over my arm like a kid at somebody else’s birthday party. I had to smile. “What could this be?”

“Oh, quit stalling. Open it.”

There were three lines of names on the invitation. “Margaret, this is beautiful. You used your computer to make this up, didn’t you?” Margaret disliked computers even more than my mother-in-law. “The font is pretty.” Pretty flowery, if you asked me, but that was okay, considering what it said.

Dear Annie, Biscuit, Dee, Ellen, Esther, Glaze, Ida,

Irene, Madeleine, Maggie, Margot, Melissa, Miss Mary,

Monica (love you, Mom!), Myrtle, Rebecca Jo, Sadie, and Sharon,

I’ve put all of you in alphabetical order, so nobody would get her feelings hurt.

Take a look at the enclosed brochures.

Join me to celebrate my 42nd birthday.

Limousines to the Atlanta airport

Cruise through the Caribbean for a whole week

Return the following Saturday

All you have to do is let me know if you can make it.

I’ll foot the entire bill.

Love,

Margaret

“Well,” she said, “can you come?”

“I’d love to. Here I am fifty years old, and I’ve never been on a cruise before.”

What is a kruse?

Margaret smiled down at Marmalade who had just uttered a funny gurgle, unlike her usual rumbly purr. “They’re lots of fun. The food is magnificent.” She handed me another brochure. “Here. Look at this.”

I glanced at the title. “What’s a genealogy cruise?”

“That’s the best part of this. I’ve already reserved twenty spaces for us with this group. They schedule speakers and classes for us to learn stuff about genealogy while we’re at sea. You don’t have to take the classes. You can sit in a hot tub the whole time if you’d like. But I figure we can learn a lot about our town history if at least a couple of us take each class, and then we can compare notes over dinner. What do you think?”

“I don’t know Margaret. With my vitiligo, I sunburn so easily.”

“So sit in the shade. There’ll be plenty of umbrella tables.”

I went back to the first brochure and looked at the pictures. Sea, sand, smiling faces, tropical birds. “Birds on a cruise ship?”

“No, silly,” she said. “You’ll see the birds when we visit the jungle on one of the islands. There are lots of side trips we can take while the boat’s in port.”

The next page showed the food. “My gosh, Margaret, I’ll gain twenty pounds. Look at this feast.”

Is there any chicken for me?

She stepped back and looked me up and down. “You don’t have a thing to worry about. You stay so active.”

My husband, Bob Sheffield, was the Martinsville town cop. When we married last year I’d kept my maiden name of McKee, primarily to avoid an unfortunate monogram. Of course, I already had an unfortunate monogram. Oh well. Bob once described me as a comfortable armful. I did keep active, though, gardening and walking mostly, and climbing the three floors in the library. My weight hadn’t changed much in the past twenty years, although I’d gained some when my first husband died seven years ago. I had depended on comfort food—a lot of it—to get me through that horrible time. Food and good friends and family. I finally walked and gardened off most of the excess pounds once I recovered from Sol’s unexpected death. I still missed looking at the stars with him. Sol’s last name was Brandy. That was why I’d kept the name McKee through my first marriage. Biscuit Brandy? It sounded like a snack and a shot. No thank you.

“... if my feet didn’t bother me so much, but I suppose I won’t have to walk too much on the boat. Especially if I take all the classes.” I tuned back in to Margaret’s monologue. She followed me through the massive front door, and Marmy wandered back to the encyclopedias. “Did you order those new computers yet?”

“Yes. I sent it in on Friday morning. You should get my thank-you note today when Celia makes her rounds.” Margaret quietly put her scads of money to good use. She’d benefited the town in countless ways, and now the library would be brought up-to-date with a computerized system. The lovely old Millicent Mansion on Third Street had been willed to Martinsville several years before, on the condition that it be used as a “fine town library.” The ponderous multi-drawered card catalog, its light oak darkened with age and thousands of fingerprints, used to be at the elementary school, where some of the original library books had been housed.

My job is to kill the intruders.

“I’m going to miss being able to thumb through those cards,” I said and pulled out a tissue so I could pick up the slightly munched cockroach Marmalade had just deposited beside my foot.

“Ha! Bet you won’t miss having to type them up.”

“You do have a point there, although my Petunias usually do that job.” I dumped the bug in the wastebasket and tapped the edge of the invitation. “Let me talk it over with Bob. Not that we have anything special planned, but I’d feel better discussing it with him before I give you a definite answer.” I looked at the list. All three of my volunteers were on there. Hmm. “With no Petunias available, I’d have to close the library for a week. Have they all accepted?”

“I’m headed out on my rounds to deliver these. You’re my second stop. Mom already has hers, and she said yes. I’m pretty sure most everybody will want to go. Especially the ones that enjoy charting their ancestors.”

That would be practically everyone in Martinsville, I thought. If there was one thing people in this town knew about, it was who was related to whom, no matter how distantly. “I’ll need to think about this, Margaret. Is that okay?”

“Fine.” She pulled a dark blue notebook from the same bag. “I’ll put you down as a definite maybe. Uh ... Biscuit?” 

Biscuit had been my nickname since grade school. My mother, a potter, named her two daughters Bisque and Glaze. It was a good thing she hadn’t had a son. He probably would have ended up being called Kiln. His brother, if he’d had one, could have been named Wheel. We’d need an Urn and a Mug and a Plate to complete the set. Maybe we’d call the youngest one Teapot.

“Yoo-hoo. Biscuit?” Margaret called me back from my daydreaming. She was used to my habit of tuning out of a conversation while my mind reeled away in a different direction.

“Sorry, Margaret. You know me.”

“That’s okay. I wish I had your imagination. I’ve always wondered why you call Sadie and the others your Petunias.”

“It’s because the first time I ever saw them, when they came to volunteer to help me with the library, they were all lined up in a row, each of them wearing a flower-print housedress. They reminded me of a flower bed. I couldn’t very well call them my Pansies or my Zinnias or my Johnny-Jump-Ups, so I settled for Petunias.” What would I ever have done without my three elderly library volunteers? Between us, we managed to keep the library open three and a half days a week. I was going to have to figure out a way to include some evening hours, but that was more than I could face at the moment.

A cruise, though. I could face a cruise, even if it meant closing the library for a week. The town would understand. “Can I share a room with Melissa if I go?”

Where will I sleep?

“I think they call them staterooms, and of course you can.”

“Then change that definite maybe to a yes.” One thing I loved about my husband was that, unlike many men, he never expected me to ask permission to do what I wanted to do. I knew he’d be okay with my going, but I would need to let him know the dates so he could plan ahead.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

TUESDAY OF WEEK 1
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Dear, dear Margaret,

You are so kind to invite me on your birthday cruise. Especially one centered on genealogy. I’m fairly sure of my Russell family background, but I’m certain I could pick up some pointers.

Ordinarily I’d love to say yes to the cruise, but with Wallace the way he is now I just can’t plan too far ahead. So you and the other girls have a fine trip without me. I’d hate to be in the middle of the ocean and find out that Wallace needed me. I’m sure you’ll understand.

If you ever have another one, let me know.


With love,

Sadie


P.S. Have it pretty soon. I’m in my eighties, after all.

~~~~~
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JEFF WINSLOW PAUSED until the prison guard strolled past, out of earshot. “I tell you, she’s got more money than anybody can count. Got it when she was a little girl. Been swimming in it ever since. She won’t even notice a quarter of a million gone. And she’s real good friends with my girlfriend’s sister.”

Jeff’s cellmate had one eyebrow, a solid expanse of bushy brown hair that stretched in an unbroken horizontal line above his eyes. He raised one end of it. “You mean your ex-girlfriend, don’t you?”

“I don’t need a wise guy. Are you in or not?”

“We’re splittin’ this even, right?”

“You betcha. Fifty-fifty.”

Gordon Harvey furrowed his forehead in a parody of thinking. “There’s two of us and only one of you. I say we divvy it up in threes. My sister’s going to do the hard work, and I’m the one who’s gonna have to tell her how to do it. That won’t be easy. They watch us pretty close on visiting days.”

“Tell you what.” Jeff spread his hands, palm up. “I’m easy to get along with. I’ll give you the best part of the deal. We’ll divide the money into four parts. Four’s more than three, see? You and your sister take two of those, and all I’ll get is what’s left over.”

Gordon licked his thin lips. “Okay, sounds good that way.”

“Yeah. You do most of the work, you get most of the cash. Maybe we’ll even divide it into fives. That way you and your sister each get fifty thousand dollars. What do you think about that?”

“Okay by me.”

“It’s a deal, then?”

“Sure thing. Now how’s this gonna work?”

“I already told you. You get your sister to nab my girlfriend. Then she writes a note and sends it to the librarian, telling her to pay up or lose her little sister.”

“How’s she gonna know who to nab?”

“That’s easy.” Footsteps. The guard returning. “That’s easy,” Jeff repeated slightly louder. “You just stretch all the way up as high as you can reach, and then you bend over real slow, and bingo, your back doesn’t hurt as much any more.” He stood and demonstrated the stretch.

The guard tapped on one of the cross bars with a billy stick as black as his uniform. “You turning into the resident doctor, Winslow?”

“Just passing on a little helpful information. You ought to try it too, next time your back goes out.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” His footsteps receded.

Jeff lowered his voice again. “It’s easy to find Glaze. Nobody has a head of hair like her. You can spot it a mile away. All your sister has to do is hang around Martinsville for a day or two until she finds a short, knockout woman with white hair. That’s the one. I don’t know exactly where she’s living now, but check out the librarian’s house on Beechnut Street, and watch the library, too. She’s bound to be at one of those places.”

“Lotsa old ladies have white hair.”

“She’s not an old lady. Got that? But her hair is pure white.”

“What didja say her name is?”

“It’s Glaze. Glaze McKee.”

“What kinda name is that?”

“It’s just a name, okay? You sure your sister can take care of her end?”

“Don’t you worry none. Wilena works in Martinsville now, so it won’t look funny for her to be driving around there.” His upper lip curled into what might have been a smile. “She’s built like a tank. She hits your lady friend over the head, she’ll be out for the count.”

“Don’t kill her. She’s not worth anything to us dead. Anyway, I want her to come to and find out I’m rich. Then we’ll see what kind of tune she sings. Bet she’ll want to change her mind then.” Jeff flexed his forearm to set the skull tattoo grinning. “I’ll have to decide whether or not I want her back. Do her good to do some begging. You’re sure that cabin is well-hid?”

“Wouldn’t nobody find it if they didn’t already know it was there. When’s the date?”

“It has to be at least a couple of days before I get out of here. That gives me a perfect alibi. All locked up by the great state of Georgia. You, too. We’ll both be safe. Few days after we get out, we pick up the loot and hightail it.”

“What’s her name again?”

“Glaze. Like a pot.”

“Wouldn’t know about that. I never did pot.”

~~~~~
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DEAR MARGARET,

Thanks so much for inviting me. I really do appreciate this. Unfortunately, I have to say no. I’m embarrassed to admit that the store hasn’t been doing as well as I hoped, so I can’t afford to close it for a whole week.

My brother’s been sick a lot, and I drove to Atlanta several times over the last year to be with him, which has cut heavily into my profit margin. I don’t mean to be complaining, but that’s just the way it is. I hope you’ll understand.


Sincerely,

Annie



~~~~~
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“HOT DOG! A CRUISE!” Ida Peterson practically crowed as we all filed into Melissa’s kitchen for our usual Tuesday night gab fest. Tap dance class had gone well. In fact, we’d invited the teacher, Miss Mary, to join us at Azalea House for the first time ever. Guess we were keyed up enough to be able to stand her exclamation points for another hour or so, although I did wonder privately why Margaret invited her on the cruise. Could we bear her strident enthusiasm every day for a week? Who on earth would be willing to share a room, a stateroom, with her? Our tap dance class had swollen to seven in the last few months, and Dee, the newcomer, was working hard to pick up the steps. I had to admit I appreciated the review, since I still tended to get lost somewhere between the Buffalo and the Cramp Roll. Our oldest class member, Sadie, was eighty-two. She knew the steps better than any of us, so she didn’t need to review. Which was just as well. She’d chosen to stay at the hospital this week with her husband Wallace, who had taken a turn for the worse.

Marmalade, my orange and white tabby cat, had met us after class on the sidewalk outside the dance studio. I’d taken her in when I first moved to Martinsville ...

Excuse me? I chose to live with you, Widelap.

... to take the job as librarian. I later found out that I was the only applicant. Marmalade was the library cat, in charge of exterminating the vermin that overran the old Millicent Mansion. She’d shown up one day and started killing mice as if she’d been hired to do it. It was quite a job, but she was amazingly efficient. There were still a few mice occasionally, and she always set the dead ones, like little fur-wrapped gifts, on the floor next to the old rolltop desk. We knew that desk had a secret drawer in it, but we’d never been able to find it. Anyway, once Marmalade had the mouse population under control, she started walking home with me, and now she was a regular feature in my life. I couldn’t imagine life without her. It seemed like everywhere I went, she trailed along, almost like a dog.

A dog? Mouse droppings!

Marmalade snorted, sounding surprisingly like my Grandma Martelson. Marmy was a regular visitor at Azalea House anyway, from what Melissa told me.

I would like some chicken, GoodCook.

Marmalade preceded me through the door and ducked under the long kitchen table. She headed for Melissa’s fridge, purring loudly. I learned to love this homey kitchen with its bright white counters and high ceilings during the year I lived with Melissa Tarkington when I first moved to Martinsville. She’d become a dear friend. I was going to put her on my gratitude list. Again.

Ida slumped into the closest chair and frowned. “A paid-for cruise, no less, but I’ll never be able to take that much time away from the grocery store. Ralph would have a fit.”

Annie McGill circled the table and sat in her usual chair at the other end. “At least you have him to run the place while you’re gone. I can’t just close up the herb shop. There’s nobody but me.”

“I keep telling you, you need an assistant. Somebody who could take over when you have to be gone.”

“Now how on earth would I pay an assistant, Ida?” Annie had seemed so subdued, so quiet when I first met her. The tap dancing must have sparked some sort of feistiness inside. “The shop gives me a fair living,” she went on, “and my costs are low because I live upstairs, but when I shut that door, there’s no income.” 

Melissa pulled tea out of the fridge and poured it into an ice-filled pitcher that she handed to my sister, Glaze. I watched her cut up something—it looked like chicken—into a saucer. She set it on the floor in front of my cat and turned back to wash her hands at her immaculate porcelain sink. 

Thank you.

Why Marmy didn’t weigh a ton, I’d never know.

I walk a lot.

Miss Mary sat next to me. “Goodness, girls! Do you bicker like this all the time?” 

“Only when I’m right and she’s wrong,” Annie said with a bit of a snicker. 

Ida glared at Miss Mary. I entertained a brief vision of Ida standing at the back end of the cruise ship, dumping our tap dance instructor overboard. Goodness gracious, what an awful thought.

“Do you even get a chance,” Glaze asked, “to go to the bathroom during the day?” Leave it to my sister to think about a thing like that.

Annie rolled her head around in a cross between a nod and a shake. “I stick a little card on the counter that says Be Right Back. So far nobody’s run off with the cash register.”

“Which is nothing but a puny cardboard box you’ve got under the counter,” We all looked back at Ida. “When are you going to get a real cash register?”

“When I can afford one,” Annie snapped, “and not before.” Annie had such a sunny disposition, she didn’t frown very often. Now she looked like she was living up to the stereotype of a hot-tempered redhead.

Melissa placed a plate of her parmesan cheese straws on the table next to the cinnamon rolls Dee had brought. Dee was my ex-sister-in-law, if there was such a title as that. She’d recently divorced Barkley Sheffield, my husband’s younger brother. She told me once that it wasn’t only his cheating that instigated the divorce. “The cheating wasn’t the problem in and of itself,” she said. “It was just a pretty obvious symptom of a much deeper problem. Our marriage was over years ago.” I had to admit, I liked her a lot more than I liked Barkley.

Melissa sat down between Glaze and Dee and wiggled her fingers in Ida’s direction. “What about that old cash register?” she asked. “Did you save it when you went all fancy with the new computer setup?”

We all turned and looked back at Ida. She and Ralph not only installed an ATM on the wall outside their grocery store, they had those scanners that made the checkout go so much faster.

“Well, I’ll be doggoned. I do still have that old thing. You want it, Annie?”


We might as well have been watching ping-pong.

What is a peeng pong?


Once that was settled, Ida asked, “Have you seen that new woman in town?”

“Who?” 

“Which one?” 

“Who are you talking about?”

“Hush up all of you and I’ll tell you. She’s got long black hair. I swear it’s longer than Annie’s.”

“Not possible,” Glaze said. “Annie grows hair better than anyone.”

Annie halfway stood up and bowed over the blue-checked tablecloth, swinging her long red braid like a baton.

“Yes it is,” Ida insisted. She stopped to look at Annie. “Well, maybe not quite as long.”

“What’s she here for?” I asked.

“Don’t know. She’s staying up at Alicia’s.” Ida waved down the table at Melissa. “Sorry. Alicia grabbed another one of your potential customers. It must be that sign she has at the end of her driveway.”

“It’s a cute sign,” Glaze said. “But I think it’s more that people have to pass right by Alicia’s on the road down from Braetonburg. They can’t miss it. They don’t see Azalea House, though, unless they’re driving around in Martinsville and just happen to make it all the way down here to Magnolia Street.”

I was constantly amazed when new people found their way to Keagan County. The Metoochie River valley ran quietly through an out-of-the-way fold of the lower Appalachians. Only one access road, running through a gap in the cliffs that surrounded the valley, connected us to the rest of Georgia. The people who found us usually had chosen to leave behind the high-pressure atmosphere of city life. There was no major industry in the county, unless you counted two car dealerships, a catalog company, a gadget manufacturer, and a fertilizer outfit that shipped bat guano harvested from the extensive caves along the east side of the upper Metoochie. Fortunately, the harvesters couldn’t reach the Martinsville caves. At this end of the valley, the caves were largely inaccessible... .

I was born in one of them.

... Bob and his two best friends used to explore them when they were kids, but now the caves seemed to be the sole property of the bats, who kept the bug population of Martinsville under control.

They eat flying bugs. I kill the cockroaches.

“You know what you need?” Ida wagged her finger at Melissa, and brought my wandering mind back into the conversation. “You need better advertising.” The last time she’d said those words, she and Sadie ended up launching a highly successful ad campaign for getting new library patrons.

“Don’t worry about me, ladies.” Melissa set her cheese straw down on a blue-and-white-checked napkin. “We’ve both got more business than we know what to do with. Most of Alicia’s guests are the drop-in variety. Mine are the long-term, come-back-on-a-regular-schedule kind. I don’t consider us competitors.”

“I buy my honeysuckle soap from her,” Annie said.

Glaze pointed across the table at me. “That’s her favorite soap. She smells like honeysuckle all the time now.” Glaze, on the other hand, always smelled like a cookie because of her favorite vanilla perfume.

Annie smiled at me. “You’re my best customer for that soap. Alicia’s sister makes it by hand, and Alicia delivers it to me, so I’ve never seen her place, except from the road. Is it nice on the inside?”

Melissa nodded. “It’s quite homey. Her guest rooms are all upstairs and they’re light and airy-looking. The bottom floor of the house is built right up against the cliff, so only the front rooms have windows. But the top floor is deeper. It stretches back over the ledge.”

“So, the bottom floor is more like a basement?” Dee shuddered. “Yuch.”

“Only at the back. It’s just that it’s built on such a steep hillside.” Melissa scanned the group. “You can all go look, if you want to. But send your friends to stay with me when they come to visit.”

I like visiting you.

Marmy let out the cutest little yawp just then, and we all laughed.

~~~~~
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MY GRATITUDE LIST FOR Tuesday

Five things for which I am grateful:

1. Tap dancing

2. All the women in the class, especially Melissa. And Annie. And Ida. And Glaze.

3. This quiet valley, even with the wind that’s howling outside right now

4. This handmade quilt Annie gave me for my birthday. It looks so good here in Bob’s and my bedroom. And it’s extra cozy on a rainy night like this.

5. Margaret’s generosity. I wonder if I can get by with my old green swimsuit on the cruise.

I am grateful for

Widelap

the bird feeder

food from GoodCook

this soft bed while the wind is noisy

claws to scratch that itchy spot under my chin
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WEDNESDAY OF WEEK 1
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Margaret dear!

I couldn’t possibly leave my little dance students for a whole week! It was sweet of you to think of me, though! I have to admit that sometimes I’ve felt like I was on the outside looking in, if you know what I mean. Everyone here seems so close-knit. I’ve been teaching that tap dance class for almost a year now, and last week was the first time (!) they ever invited me to join them for their gathering after class. Maybe there’s hope!

I wish I could take you up on this cruise idea! If you plan any other kind of party, please keep me on your invitation list! I’ll be happy to join in as long as it’s just a one-day thing!

Thank you again!


Miss Mary



~~~~~
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GLAZE OPENED HER squeaky kitchen door. “We’re just about ready,” she said around a yawn. “You’re early.”

Dee stepped inside and inhaled. “Did you go and buy cinnamon rolls again?” Without waiting for an answer, she nodded at the coffeepot on the green counter. “Did you make it or did Madeleine?”

“I’ve been warned away from the coffee-making, thank you very kindly. You never have to risk drinking mine again. You know where the cups are.” Glaze headed back to the bathroom, still yawning. Doodle-Doo had started crowing way earlier than usual, and once Glaze was awake, she never could get back to sleep.

While Dee poured half a cup of the rich brew, Glaze brushed her teeth and ran a hairbrush across her head. Thank goodness she didn’t have to fiddle with her hair, otherwise she’d never make it to work on time. Glaze was blessed with genes direct from her Grandma McKee. Her hair, silver since she was twenty-one years old, fell in gentle waves around her face with no prompting whatsoever on her part. Everyone always thought she dyed it. She’d let her roommate dye her hair once with one of those do-it-yourself coloring kits, soon after her hair started turning white, but it ended up a yellowish orange, rather like the middle line on a highway. Sharon Armitage told her that she could do it right, but Glaze wasn’t that trusting anymore, even though Sharon was a professional. Never again.

Madeleine’s voice drifted down from the top of the stairs. “I’m coming, I’m coming!”

“Don’t hurry yourself,” Dee called up to her. “I want to finish my coffee.”

“Turn it off, will you?”

“Already did,” Dee hollered back. “Wouldn’t want my personal coffee shop to burn down while we’re at work. Can I have one of the cinnamon buns?” 

Glaze stuck her head out of the bathroom to answer, but Dee hadn’t waited. Glaze watched her lift the heavy glass cake plate cover, inhale deeply, and scoop a roll onto her saucer. Glaze almost hated to interrupt her reverie. Almost, but not quite. “Are you going on the cruise?”

“Who, me?” Dee’s cat-like eyes closed briefly as she savored the first bite of rich cinnamon. “The cruise? I think so. I’ll have to combine some of my sick days with the rest of my vacation days, but I’m pretty sure I have enough.” She licked her fingers. “What about you?”

“Can’t. Hank won’t let us change our vacation time.”

“That man’s a monster.”

“Who’s a monster?” Madeleine lifted her purse from the newel post as she reached the bottom of the stairs.

“Hank. He won’t let Glaze change her vacation, so she won’t be able to go on the cruise.”

“That stinks.”

“Are you going, Maddy?” Dee took another bite.

Madeleine threw her arms open and set her purse swinging in a wide arc. “In a heartbeat. I’ve never been on a cruise before. Blessings on Margaret and her millions.”

“Kazillions, you mean,” Dee said.

“Okay. Bless her kazillions as long as she shares some of it with us.” Maddy pulled off her glasses and squinted at them. “Fingerprints. Rats!” 

“Maybe she could buy out Hank and we could set our own vacation schedules.”

“Why on earth,” Glaze asked, “would Margaret want to buy CelerInc? Let’s go. We don’t want to be late. Leave your glasses alone, Maddy. You can clean them in the car.”

“Miss I-have-to-be-everywhere-on-time strikes again.” Madeleine wagged her fingers at Glaze and grinned.

Their car-pool arrangement had worked out better than Glaze had anticipated. They’d talked about how lucky it was that, without really planning it, they all ended up working in the same town within a block of each other and with similar work hours.

Madeleine Ames, sister of the town priest, wrote copy for the catalog listings at Wish-Fulfillment, a company in Russell Gap that had experienced explosive growth over the past few years. Dee served as the assistant manager for Wish’s shipping department, a job that kept her on her feet most of the day, but they let her wear tennis shoes. Glaze had gone from a moderately good-paying job in Philadelphia, to being unemployed when her company down-sized. Now she was a glorified secretary at CelerInc, a small manufacturing concern located on the other side of Wish’s parking lot.

Glaze was matter-of-fact about her modest income potential. She’d wasted a lot of years wallowing in the swamp of an undiagnosed bipolar disorder, what everyone used to call manic depression, but very few doctors knew how to diagnose. Before she got help, her depression-induced low self-esteem had ranged on some days from mildly blue to who-gives-a-hoot, and on others from absolute despair to suicidal. It was something of a miracle that she survived long enough into adulthood to be diagnosed. Then, over a course of several years, a strict regimen of medications and therapy pulled her through. That and her own determination to live despite the pain. 

There were still days when she felt blue, still days when her world went black, but they were few. She tried every so often to go without her meds, hoping that somehow her body had learned how to create the brain chemicals she needed, but that never worked. Still, she kept hoping that someday she could be med-free.

She set down the hairbrush and leaned against the squat bathroom cabinet which, thanks to Madeleine and her paintbrush, was as red as the cardinals at the bird feeder. The last time Glaze had stopped taking her medications, that creep Jeff Winslow, her ex-boyfriend, moved right back into her life. When she finally left Philadelphia, the scumbag followed her to Martinsville, terrorized her and her sister, and finally, thank goodness, got himself arrested after he broke into Doc Nathan’s office and trashed the place. “I wonder when he’s getting out,” she asked her reflection in the mirror.

“Not for a long time,” the other Glaze answered back.

Satisfied, she fluffed her silver hair with her hands, firmly ignoring the small voice inside her that said, “His sentence wasn’t that long.” On her way outside, she lifted a jaunty pink cap from the hook behind the door, picked up her purse, and closed the door behind her without locking it.

“What’s the hat for?” Dee asked. “You having a bad-hair day?”

“She never has a bad-hair day,” Madeleine complained. She climbed into the back seat and curled her legs beneath her before she fastened her seatbelt. “Not like me. I should wear a hat every day just to cover up my cowlicks.”

“Your hair always looks fine, Maddy.” Glaze plopped into the front and set her purse on the floor.

“So, why are you wearing it?” Dee persisted.

“Hair?”

“You’re nuts. Why are you wearing the cap?”

“Do I have to have a reason? I walked past the door and it caught my eye. That’s all.” 

Dee edged her dark blue sedan away from the curb, but threw on the brakes when Sadie Masters steered her yellow Chevy past at a crawl. “What’s she doing on Upper Sweetgum?” Glaze asked. “She never drives this street. It’s too narrow and the corners are too sharp.”

Dee looked askance at Glaze. “I’d say never is an exaggeration, since she’s driving it now.”

“Maybe she had to go all the way around the block because she missed her parking place,” Maddy suggested as Dee pulled out behind Sadie. She looked at her watch. “We have plenty of time to get to Russell Gap. You could have downed an extra cup of coffee, Dee.”

“Wish I had.”

Glaze kept her eye on Sadie’s car as it wove from one side of the street to the other. Thank goodness most of the cars were already gone for the day. Sadie avoided a mailbox, skimmed just outside a gaudy splash of nasturtiums that spewed onto the pavement from their curbside flower bed, and narrowly missed somebody’s left bumper. Glaze and her friends watched in disbelief as Sadie shot across the T-bone intersection at the bottom of Upper Sweetgum Street. Her solid old Chevy hopped the curb, plowed down several dark green azalea bushes, and rolled into the funeral home lot. It slowed and stopped a foot or so short of the white column that held up Marvin Axelrod’s portico. A dozen feet more and she would have hit the side of the hearse that Marvin had left standing open, ready to receive who-knew-what or whom.

Dee swung right onto Third, then left into Marvin’s parking lot, and sped toward Sadie’s car. She slammed on her brakes; Glaze and Madeleine piled out and ran to see about Sadie. Dee was close behind them. Glaze got there first, hauled open Sadie’s door, and screamed. Madeleine took one quick look. “I’ll call an ambulance,” she said, and ran into the funeral home.

Glaze had never seen so much blood, not even that time when Jeff beat her up so badly he’d broken her nose and two of her front teeth. Sadie sat there with her head forward against the steering wheel, one hand clamped over her face. Blood dripped steadily around her fingers and onto the lap of her yellow skirt. Glaze turned to Dee. “I don’t know how to handle this,” she said. “Do you?”

Dee pushed her aside and laid a hand on Sadie’s shoulder. “We’re getting help for you, dear,” she said. Glaze thought Sadie nodded, but she couldn’t be sure.

Marvin scuttled out of the funeral home. “I’m coming, Sadie! I’m coming!” He careened around the front of the Chevy, skidded to a halt, took one look at Sadie, and fainted, toppling into Glaze on his way down. She collapsed with the undertaker draped across her lap. Dee swore softly; Madeleine stopped dead. Sadie lifted her head from the steering wheel. “You’d think an undertaker would know what blood looks like,” she whispered into the silence.

“You’re alive!” Madeleine gasped.

“Well, of course I’m alive,” Sadie snorted. “Didn’t you ever see a nosebleed before?”

“We called an ambulance for a nosebleed?” Dee asked in the general direction of the open hearse.

“We might need it anyway,” Glaze said. “Marvin looks pretty gray, and I can’t feel a pulse. Anybody know CPR?”

Dee rolled him off Glaze’s lap, checked his airway, ripped open his white shirt. Buttons flew every which way. She laid her ear against his chest.

“Is he okay?”

“Can you hear anything?”

“What should I do to help?”

“You could shut up so I can listen better.” Dee’s fingers felt along the side of Marvin’s neck; she listened once more. “Call them back. Tell them we have a probable heart attack.” Madeleine took off running again. Dee listened again and swore loudly this time. She bent over him and forced two breaths into his mouth, then started pressing rhythmically on his sternum. Twenty compressions, two quick breaths. Twenty compressions, two breaths.

Glaze had never known time to pass so slowly. The ambulance, staffed by people from the fire department, was only three blocks away, but there was no telling how long it would take them to get to Marvin’s parking lot.

Dee kept pumping and blowing, paying no attention to Glaze dithering away beside her. When Glaze saw the white vehicle pelting up Third Street, she waved her arms in the air to direct them into the parking lot.

One of the attendants wrapped a blood pressure cuff around Marvin’s arm. Glaze had seen him in the deli once or twice, laughing with friends. He had a nice laugh. How, she wondered, did you keep laughing when you dealt with fires and car wrecks? Or a heart attack? He moved in to take over the chest compressions while the other person fitted an oxygen mask onto Marvin’s face and asked Dee how much time had elapsed since Marvin collapsed. The driver, a barrel-shaped woman with her uniform sleeves pushed up above her elbows, pulled out a narrow bed on wheels. It took several precious seconds to lift Marvin onto the gurney and into the ambulance.

“Ohmigosh,” Glaze said. “We forgot about Sadie.” She shouldn’t have worried. Madeleine held Sadie’s nose in an expert pinch. With her free hand she wiped at the blood that painted Sadie’s cheeks and pooled in the deeper wrinkles around her mouth.

Madeleine nodded toward the funeral home. “Go grab some wet paper towels.”

“Just don’t get a winding sheet,” Sadie said. “I’m not ready to croak yet.”

~~~~~
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DEAR MARGARET,

How sweet of you. I talked this cruise idea over with Ralph, who wasn’t that keen about it, but when I asked if I could have it as a birthday present, he said yes. Funny how I can talk him into birthday presents all year long! 

Then I talked to Sadie. I didn’t want to leave her alone, what with Wallace the way he is, but she said to go on and eat lots of chocolate cake for her as well as for me. So I guess my answer is yes.

Hooray!

Love you,

Ida

~~~~~
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“GOOD MORNING, KORSACAT,” I said to Nathan Young’s office kitty, a white and gray feline who filled the job of official greeter, comforter, foot checker, and chair warmer. Marmalade walked in behind me and stationed herself on the corner of the green rug in front of the fan that purred gently in the corner.

Good morning, GrayGuy. Good morning, Helper.

“Doc’s not in yet... .”

I call him GoodHands.

“... He’s doing his hospital rounds up to Garner Creek.” Polly Lattimore, Nathan’s nurse, office manager, receptionist, and comforter herself, shuffled some papers. She looked down at Marmalade, who purred in a rhythmic rumble. “You didn’t have an appointment, did you?”

“No. Neither one of us did.” I laughed and offered her a bundle wrapped in a tea towel. “I came by to bring you some fresh bread. Made it this morning.”

“Oooh, it’s still warm!”

It’s impossible to make just one loaf of bread. Sometimes I felt like I was feeding the whole town of Martinsville two or three loaves at a time. “It’s the dill bread you like so much. I brought some for Nathan, too. How long will he be?”

“He should be back soon.” Polly buried her nose in the tea towel. “This smell always reminds me of my Aunt Betty’s kitchen.”

“My grandma and my mom both made bread. I think I absorbed the skill as I grew up and never forgot it.” I took a deep breath. Doc’s office, a homey-enough place to begin with, felt even more welcoming now as the rich smell of yeast blended with the soft background music.

Polly quit her inhaling. “Did you hear? Marvin Axelrod suffered a heart attack this morning.”

“Marvin? He’s too young for that. Is he okay? Will he be all right?”

“Looks like it. Dee was there when it happened and started CPR right away. Thank goodness she moved here. She probably saved his life.”

The open door behind me swung wider and I moved out of the way.

“Saved whose life?”

“Hey, Margaret,” Polly said. “How you doing?” Naturally, she didn’t wait for an answer. “Dee Sheffield saved Marvin. He had a heart attack.”

“What did she do?”

“CPR, right in the funeral home parking lot until the ambulance could get there.”

“Goodness,” Margaret said. “I’m glad I wasn’t there. I wouldn’t have known what to do.” She smiled down at KorsaCat, who sat down, oblivious to the conversation, leaning against Margaret’s sturdy shoes. “Sure does smell good in here.”

“Biscuit brought me some bread.”

“I hope it’s my turn soon,” she hinted rather obviously.

I did a quick calculation. “Next week,” I said. “I promised some to Sadie. But you know me. I always make three or four loaves at a time.”

Margaret grinned and went back to the exciting news. “So Dee saved Marvin’s life. I wonder what she was doing at the funeral home? What about you, Biscuit? Do you know how to do that CPR stuff?”

I nodded, but then thought better of it and shook my head.

What is a seepiyar?

Marmalade let out a squawk, almost as if she were answering the question. We all laughed. “I took a Red Cross course,” I said, “but that was ten or fifteen years ago. I doubt I could remember any of it.”

“How did you hear about it, Polly? Did Clara call you?” Clara Martin, married to the chair of the town council, was the self-appointed town crier. She spread every bit of news, often with her own unique interpretation of it, and prided herself on always being the first to know anything of import. Thank goodness Margaret left her off the cruise invitations.

“Nope. She missed it. Nathan called me a few minutes ago from the hospital. He said Marvin was stabilized.”

“Did he go up with the ambulance?” Margaret asked.

“No. He was already there checking on Wallace when they brought Marvin in.” She paused. “You know it won’t be much longer for him. For Wallace, that is. Nathan said he wants to come home to die, so they’re arranging for hospice help.”

“Good,” I said. “Those hospice people are wonderful.”

Margaret shuffled over and plopped herself into one of the green plaid armchairs, followed closely by KorsaCat. “Poor Sadie,” she said. “They’ve been married such a long time.”

I thought for a moment and sat down myself. This bum knee of mine. “Sixty years, I think.”

“Hmm. You’re right. I wonder how she’ll get along without him to take care of?” We were silent for a few seconds, each of us reviewing what we knew of Sadie and Wallace. I, for one, wondered about mortality in general. We always assume we’ll have at least seventy or eighty years, but here I was at fifty—with well more than half my life gone. Good grief! What had I accomplished that was worth much?

I love you, Widelap. You take good care of me.

Fortunately, Margaret interrupted my thoughts. “I need to make an appointment, Polly.” 

“What for? You ailing?”

“It’s these feet of mine. I need to get a new prescription for those pain pills.”

“If your feet are hurting so much, Margaret,” I said, “why did you come over here? Why not just call?”

“I couldn’t,” she said. “The phone line snapped last night when a big branch fell across it. Guess we’re low on the totem pole for getting service.”

If the phone people realized she had enough money to buy the whole company, they would have fixed her up a lot sooner, I thought. Of course, Margaret may have inherited a fortune, but you’d never know it to look at her or talk to her. Just a regular person. Come to think of it, she’d probably saved Marvin’s life as much as Dee had. We had a fire in town last year and the volunteers couldn’t get there fast enough, so Margaret went into action and funded a full-time fire department. She threw in an ambulance while she was at it.

“Did you walk over?” Polly asked.

“Not a chance. Sam’s tinkering with the Duesenberg again, so I drove his car. I wasn’t about to walk.” Margaret shifted one foot out from under KorsaCat and rotated her ankle, examining it like she’d never seen it before. “Not with these feet and this warm weather.” She’d been having trouble with her feet for several years, and it seemed to be getting worse. “About those pain pills,” she started, but Polly cut her off.

“Now, Margaret, are you telling me that you ignored what Doc told you to do?”

Margaret hemmed and hawed a bit. “He wants me to see that chi-ro-practor up in Garner Creek.” She sounded like he’d asked her to have all her toenails ripped out with pliers.

Ouch.

I was distracted by another loud meow from Marmalade. Was something wrong with her? She looked comfortable sitting there in front of the fan, with the hair on her back ruffling gently in the artificial breeze.

Polly, never one to pull her punches, wagged her finger at Margaret. “A chiropractor will do you a lot better than getting yourself hooked on those pain pills. If you’d get your back straightened out, your feet wouldn’t hurt nearly so much.”

Margaret clinched her jaw and shook her head. She looked like my grandpa’s old mule. “I don’t want my neck cracked. You never know what’s going to happen. They could break my neck.”

“Margaret.” Polly shifted to her Patience Voice. “Doc Nathan goes a couple of times a month. He wouldn’t recommend anything dangerous, and you know it.”

“I’ve heard horror stories about those chi-ro-practors.” If I hadn’t known Margaret was in her forties, I would have thought she was a paranoid old geezer, stuck to one idea and unwilling to consider alternatives.

Polly shook her finger at Margaret again. “Medical doctors used to bleed people to let out the bad humors. But they don’t do that anymore. Chiropractic has come a long way in the last fifty years, and it’s a darn sight safer than all those drugs people seem to want nowadays that just cover up the symptoms.”

“Well, I saw an ad on TV—”

“Ha! Just what sort of medical value do you think those things have, for heaven’s sake? They’re written by ad agencies to talk you into asking your doctor for an expensive prescription!”

Polly might have gotten even more heated, but KorsaCat chose that moment to stand up and give a very loud meow. “Look there,” Margaret said. “You’re scaring KorsaCat.”

“Sorry, Korsi.” Polly reached behind her to turn up the classical music playing in the background. Korsi, named for Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, settled down and resumed grooming his front paw. I could have sworn he was licking in time to the Flight of the Bumblebee, as music filled the awkward silence.

“Well,” Margaret conceded. “Maybe I could give that guy a call.”

“I’ll go with you to your first appointment if you want me to,” I volunteered. “I’d like to check out the place myself.”

“Good,” Polly said. “While you’re there with Margaret, ask him to look at your knee.”

~~~~~
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DEAR MARGARET,

Yes—yes—yes. The sea, the sand, the food—I can’t wait. Thank you for including me.

Love,

Maddy

~~~~~
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MY GRATITUDE LIST FOR Wednesday:

1. Polly

2. Margaret

3. My healthy feet

4. My healthy heart

5. Marmy, who is playing with this pen as I try to write with it!

I am grateful for:

toys

leftover chicken

GrayGuy who watches over GoodHands’ house

humans who pet me nicely

fans
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