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    To Vickie and Paul, they were both go-getters and would light up any room they walked into. A special mention goes to my mom, she was the kindest person I know. May she rest in peace.

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE
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    Grace Nightly drove down the street with her heart racing. Her car was shaking and making a loud humming noise, which it often did on cold mornings. Today was different though; today it was shaking like she was on an airplane with lots of turbulence and she feared it may cut off. Why did these things always seem to happen when she was running late? And why couldn’t she seem to calm down? Today hadn’t been good to start off and it probably wasn’t going to get any better.


    Once she arrived at her destination, she stepped out of her old, faded blue Ford Focus. She was about to lock the door with her key but decided against it. No one would want to steal her rust bucket anyway; it didn’t have any of the modern gadgets or reliable heat. With all its flaws, it was paid off and was the only vehicle she had, one that she simply couldn’t do without. Yes, the engine was loud, and the heat barely worked, and the upholstery had seen better days, but it got her and her daughter, Isabella Nightly, safely around town. Changing her mind, she sighed and locked the door quickly. The key clicked in the lock, and then she unzipped her purse and dropped it safely inside.


    Grace thought that by the time she turned twenty-seven she would have had not only a better car, but also a better life in general. The bitter cold January wind whipped right through her. Rushing to get out of the house, she had neglected to button her coat. At least Isabella’s coat was zipped and keeping her warm. Isabella was the only thing that mattered to Grace. She struggled with thoughts of being the best mother to Izzy that she possibly could; thoughts of not having a good relationship with her daughter haunted her. The last thing she wanted was to have the same relationship as she had with her own mother.


    Her phone jingled. She stopped walking and reached inside her purse to grab it. Her smartphone was an older model—sometimes the screen would freeze. There wasn’t extra money to spend on luxuries like a new phone. The monthly payments were cheap and what she could afford right now. Staring at her smartphone, she noticed the name Phil Peterson flash across the screen.


    Her mind raced again, knowing she really needed to buy a new phone but new ones cost so much more these days. Of course, she could split the large payment into installment payments added to her bill but that would just make her monthly plan go up higher and she didn’t want that.


    “Hello,” she said, remembering Phil was on the line.


    “You never got back to me about dinner tonight,” the voice on the other end of the line said.


    “That’s because I’ve had a terrible morning, and I haven’t had time to think about it yet. Can I get back to you later?”


    “Grace, did I do something wrong? I feel like you’ve been distant lately.”


    “We spent last weekend together.”


    “Taking Izzy shopping and out to eat…which I loved…but I’m talking about some alone time—just the two of us.”


    “Phil, please. I really can’t get into it right now.” The wind whipped a strand of hair in her eye. “Izzy was late to school…my mother’s already going to be on me because I’m late to work. I should have been here at nine…it’s going on nine-fifteen. We don’t get many customers that early, and I keep telling her we don’t need to both be here to open the store…and that we shouldn’t open until ten, but she won’t listen to me. And you know her motto: One missed customer is a missed opportunity to bring in a little money. No matter how small the amount…every little bit helps.” Her purse felt like a lead ball on her arm. She shoved it up more onto her shoulder so she could reach the strand and remove it.


    “I’ll let you go then. Sorry to have bothered you.”


    “You didn’t bother me…I just—” There was a clicking sound in her ear before she could finish her sentence.


    She hoped Phil wasn’t mad. She knew she had just droned on. She also didn’t mean to be curt with him she thought as she walked up to the bookstore where she worked. She just knew she couldn’t think about Phil at this moment. Every day she showed up here she tried to be professional, not only because she worked here but because she was the co-owner. It had been her father’s store for over thirty years, and he left it to her and her mother, Rose Whitaker, in his will. It was his pride and joy, along with his family, and it was what he would call “one of my greatest accomplishments.”


    Hanging proudly over the door was a bold green sign scrawled with beautiful crisp white lettering: Nightly Bookstore. That’s why she had to show professionalism and not always walk in with all of her problems plastered on her face. Customers needed to see her at her best. What customers? Her shoulders slouched a bit, making her purse fall to her elbow. The bookstore was rarely crowded, since most people don’t read physical books anymore. Tablets and e-readers were the rage with the changing and evolving world around her, and she struggled to keep up in the bigger, faster, more convenient world of digital books. All this change was making bookstores become obsolete.


    Sure, Garricksville was a small town in upstate New York, near Albany, so some people there still believed in physical books. And yes, they had their regulars, but business was slower, which meant less money and less food to put in her daughter’s mouth.


    Looking up at the sign again, she grimaced. Nightly Bookstore. Her mother insisted on changing the name to Grace’s married name Nightly; she felt like it was a more youthful and hipper name. Nightly. But since Craig was gone, the name didn’t hold as much meaning anymore. Her fingers let off a slow ache; they were still tightly wrapped around her phone. She uncrooked her fingers and plopped the phone in her purse. She stared up at the name again and wished it was the old name, which she preferred, Whitaker Books, named after her father. With Craig gone and divorce papers pending, she planned to change it back to Whitaker Books again. She had loved that last name, and once she was divorced, she planned to use her maiden name again.


    Looking at the brown brick building made her chest tighten. Unlocking the door and walking inside used to be a proud moment, but not anymore. Now, it just reminded her of bills that needed to be paid and lights that needed to be fixed. The old place needed some work done to attract new customers. That’s right, she shook her head, no one reads physical books anymore, except for Isabella.


    “Is that you, Grace?” Her mother’s voice drifted toward her.


    “Yes, Mom, it’s me.” Her nose twitched at the faint scent of peppermint lingering in the air. Her mother liked to keep a small bowl of them on the counter for customers.


    “You’re late,” Rose said.


    “I know. I’m sorry.” She tossed her purse down on the counter. It thumped, hitting its destination. “It was murder getting Isabella to school this morning.”


    “What happened this time?” Her eyes widened.


    Grace noticed her mother’s gray eyes seemed dimmer than usual. “The same as last time. She will not leave home without that stupid book. We argue about it every morning and then she starts to cry. Of course, I give in and let her drag it to school with her. I tell her to leave it in her backpack, but her teacher says she continuously takes it out. I’m at my wit’s end.” Grace ran her hand down her face, trying to wipe away her frustration.


    “Then why don’t you stop arguing with her.” Rose rubbed a hand through her gray hair. “Just let her take it. What’s the big deal anyway?”


    “Mother, I don’t think it’s healthy for a six-year-old to be obsessed with a book of fairy tales.”


    “At least she likes to read physical books. Isn’t that what we are all about here at Nightly Bookstore, trying to get people into reading physical books again?”


    “That’s not the point and you know it.” Grace huffed and crossed her arms over her chest.


    “I’m proud of Isabella’s reading abilities. When she was a baby, I made sure I never baby-talked to her. I always used adult words and full sentences while speaking around her.”


    “So did I,” Grace said, scowling.


    “My point is, she’s developing far more quickly than other kids her age, and I believe it’s not only because of the way we speak to her but because of all the reading she does.”


    “I’m only talking about one book, and you know it. Not every book in the world.” Grace threw her hands up.


    A crisp jingle of the doorbells pulled them from their discussion as a blast of cold air followed their customer through the door. “We’ll discuss this later,” Rose whispered, as she strode away from the counter. She walked a few feet away toward the front door to greet their customer.


    “I’m sure we will.” Grace snatched her purse from the counter and stomped to her office, to take off her coat, in the back of the store about a thousand feet from the counter. She left her mother to converse with the customer.


    She violently brushed a strand of her hair behind her ear. Glancing in a mirror nearby on the wall of her office, she saw lines under her brown eyes, her skin was pale, and her hair desperately needed a trim and highlights. Her hair was brunette and much darker than she liked but Phil, her boyfriend or male friend—she was never quite sure how to introduce him—said he loved her hair that way, so long and dark it remained. That was her problem, always listening to other people instead of her own inner voice.


    *


    Isabella took her assigned seat in class, which also happened to be her favorite seat. She liked to sit in the back row so her teacher couldn’t see what she was doing. Her mother had always told her that she wasn’t a bad child, just a little mischievous. She giggled to herself sitting in her chair. The other kids had wanted to know how she knew such a big word. She knew it from her mother and grandmother, but they didn’t know that.


    She looked up at the front where her teacher, Ms.Sophia, was. Ms.Sophia was her mother’s best friend and lived right down the street from her, so she thought she could get away with a lot of things the other children couldn’t. Her mother and Ms.Sophia had been friends since they were in school together…so Ms.Sophia was like her aunt.


    Her eyes left her teacher and searched the room. She was looking for her best friend, Harry. They had been best friends since she was two. She couldn’t remember being two, but her mom told her she and Harry played together at daycare…and they had been best friends ever since. Her eyes widened when she saw him sitting up front. Why was he not in the seat next to her? Today was supposed to be a good day. Her mom had let her wear her favorite pink sweater and her brown pants. Her mom had even let her wear some of her apple splash, so she smelled like fruit. Now that Harry wasn’t by her, the day wasn’t so good anymore.


    “Children, settle down,” Ms.Sophia said. Her red hair bounced as she moved her head. “I know we are excited to be back at school after the long winter break. But I need everyone to take their seats and calm down.”


    Isabella squirmed in her seat, watching the other kids sit down.


    “You’ll find that I changed some seats around,” Ms.Sophia continued. “There was a little too much talking before. We will see how this works out.”


    Isabella sighed, knowing the only seat that was changed was Harry’s. Ms.Sophia said she and Harry talked too much and she had to keep an eye on Harry because he was so high sprung or strung…Isabella had trouble remembering the right word. Ms.Sophia also said Isabella’s seat would be moved next if she didn’t stop reading that book she liked so much. She glanced up at the clock loudly ticking on the wall. It was only nine o’clock. She grinned; she had known her numbers since before kindergarten. And she had known how to read even before that.


    Her daddy read her fairy tales before bed, and he taught her to read. He had left when she was three to save the whales or something like that—that’s what her mom had said. But he would be back; she just knew it.


    “Can anyone tell me if they remember what we learned before the break?” Ms.Sophia asked.


    The classroom was so quiet; all you heard was the sound of the clock ticking and some kids moving in their seats. Isabella ignored the question. She took out her fairy-tale book from her backpack and spread it across her tiny desk. Her smile widened in amazement every time she looked at it. All the princes and princesses always got back together at the end of the stories, and that’s what would happen to her family. They would get back together as soon as her daddy came back.


    “Izzy, can you hear me?” Isabella heard her teacher calling her name. A lot of people called her Izzy, but she liked Isabella better. She was named after her grandmother, her daddy’s mom, and it made her love her name that much more.


    “Isabella Nightly, are you listening to me?” She heard her full name, which meant her teacher was getting upset, but she was too engrossed in her book to look up. Engrossed was another big word her mommy always said when she wouldn’t put her book down.


    A grown-up-sized hand with long red fingernails closed the book in front of her. She knew fairy-tale time was over. She rolled her eyes and looked up at her teacher. Ms.Sophia’s green eyes stared down at her. Ms.Sophia’s olive skin, as her mother called it, was so pretty, like one of the princesses in her book.


    “Isabella, you know you can only read that book during recess. Not during school time.”


    “I know.” She frowned.


    “If you do this again, I will have to take it away. You won’t be able to get it back until your mom comes and gets it.”


    “But you live down the street from me,” Izzy said with a shrug. “My mom could just walk to your place and get it.”


    The other children giggled. It reminded her of the way the monkeys laughed in her favorite cartoon.


    “Isabella, stop being sassy.”


    Isabella didn’t really know what sassy meant, but her mother called her that all the time. She had a feeling sassy wasn’t good. She pouted at Ms.Sophia and looked for Harry. His gray eyes were watering; he was laughing just as hard as the rest of the class.


    “Since no one can remember what we learned, everyone, take out your math books.” Ms.Sophia walked to the head of the class, her heels clicking on the shiny floor. “We will start from the beginning.”


    Everyone groaned. Isabella pulled out her math book and slumped farther into her chair. Today was not a good day after all. It reminded her of how she felt when her mother would say she couldn’t go out and play, and she didn’t like it.


    *


    “What are you doing?” Harry walked over to Isabella during recess.


    “I’m doing what I always do. I’m reading my book,” she said with a snap to her voice.


    “Why do you always do that?” He poked her in the arm with his finger.


    She flinched. “Stop it. We can do whatever we want at recess, and I want to read my book.” Her face scrunched up.


    When it was warm out, they went outside to play; but now that it was cold outside, they were able to stay in and do whatever they wanted. They could color, read, or trace letters; she wanted to read her book.


    “What am I supposed to do?” Harry whined, scratching his head.


    “I can read some of the stories to you.” She smiled, grabbing a piece of blue lint from his hair. It looked funny in his curly brown hair. His hair matched his skin, she thought, as she watched Harry scratch his cheek.


    “You already read me all the stories. They are mushy, girly stories and I don’t want to hear them again.”


    “Fine.” She shrugged and turned back to her book. “Find something else to do.”


    “Izzy, we’re best friends. I think we should do what I want sometimes. Why don’t we do what I want today, and tomorrow you can read me your mushy book.” He stuck his lips out and made kissy noises.


    “Fine, if you will leave me alone.” She slammed her book closed. “What do you want to do?”


    “Let’s play football.”


    “We’re inside and we don’t even have a ball.” She stuck her hands out.


    “Let’s use this.” He snatched her book from her desk and placed it in her hands.


    “No, that book’s special. My daddy signed it and everything. We can’t use it for silly football.”


    “Yes, we can.” He grabbed the book from her and marched across the room with it. “Here, catch.”


    She heard a loud pop as the book hit her face. It thumped hitting the floor. She grabbed her mouth and her fingers felt wet and sticky. Her stomach felt funny, and when she looked at her hands, she saw her fingertips covered in red. She knew it was blood and she screamed; her loose tooth had fallen out. It was in the front of her mouth but also near the side. Her mom said it was the fourth upper tooth near the front…or maybe she said it was the fifth—she couldn’t remember. The tooth was in her hand now, and her lip felt puffy.


    *


    Izzy walked down to the nurse’s office with Ms.Sophia, tears pouring down her face. She wanted to be a big girl, but her mouth hurt like the time she tripped and hit her face on the ground. She heard Ms.Sophia tell Nurse Margaret to take good care of her, and then she left the room.


    She always liked Nurse Margaret because she had blonde hair like a princess, but she didn’t like her today. Maybe it was because she was scared of what the nurse was going to do to her. Her hands shook as Nurse Margaret cleaned her face and put her loose tooth in a plastic bag. Then, Nurse Margaret gave her something white that she called gauze and told her to hold it up to her mouth. Izzy had never seen gauze before; it reminded her of tissue, except it was small and square. The nurse said she would call Isabella’s mom, to come and pick her up.


    Her heart bounced in her chest. All she wanted to do was go back and get her book. She last saw it on the classroom floor, and she wanted to put it back in her backpack so it could be safe. But Nurse Margaret wouldn’t let her hand go. She had to sit there until her mom came. She was a big girl, and she could walk back to her classroom by herself. Her mouth didn’t hurt that much anymore anyway. She felt sad and mad all at the same time, and her leg wouldn’t stop shaking. Nurse Margaret’s face was blurry because Isabella’s eyes were watering and hurting. The more she wiped her tears, the more they came, and the more her heart bounced.


    *


    Grace was still stewing from the conversation she had earlier with her mother, making her sigh as she took in her drab office. She felt beads of sweat forming on her forehead as she noticed, once again, all the things that needed repair. Her chair had one leg that was shorter than the others, so she spent her days sitting uncomfortably lopsided at her wooden desk. Glancing over at her mother’s desk, she realized it wasn’t much better. It was old and scratches covered almost the entire surface and her mother’s chair made a squeaky noise that was maddening to her ears, but somehow her mother didn’t seem to mind.


    The walls were a dingy, dark brown. Staring at it all day would depress anyone. Why did I listen to Craig. I hate this color! She rolled her eyes at the thought. After she had found out her father left the store to her, she had wanted to sell it. Let someone else fix the place. Let someone else deal with the monthly bills. Since her mother was in her sixties, Grace had wanted her to retire. However, the more she had thought about it, the more she had known she didn’t want to give up her father’s store.


    Craig had said it would be good for the family to own something. He had said he would help Grace and her mother run the place, and he would be there to help in any way she needed. Well, that was three years ago, and where was he now? He was gone and out of their lives. Her head pounded like someone was striking her with a mallet. She tried blinking away the tears. Her heart raced, and she walked to the window in need of fresh air. It faced the back parking lot, so it wasn’t the greatest view. The blinds were already open. She struggled to open the window, pulling and grunting, gasping for air. The window wouldn’t budge, and she flinched as the tip of her nail broke off in the process.


    She stomped back across the room. Her purse fell from her shoulder and made a thud hitting her desk. She plopped down in her broken office chair and groaned at the stack of papers waiting for her. It was time to start thumbing through a pile of bills. Heat bills—water bills—electric bills. There was a mountain of bills at home and no one to help pay them, and now there was a truckload of bills here, too. At least they didn’t have a mortgage bill. After years and years of payments, they finally owned the store.


    Now that Craig had left them on their own with the store, she didn’t understand why her mother wanted to keep the place open. Her mother’s reasoning was beyond her—no, that was a lie. Her mother wanted to keep the place open for the same reason she did. It was because her father had loved the place. Her father had scrimped and saved to buy it, and he had been so happy when the bank had given him a loan for the rest of the money he needed.


    Her shoulders jumped when her cell phone chirped inside her purse, breaking her thoughts.


    “What now,” she mumbled to herself, as she reached inside and grabbed it.


    Seeing the school’s number on the display made her stomach queasy. Her hand shook as she placed the phone to her ear.


    “Hello,” she said, answering. “Oh no.” She bit down on her lip. “I’ll be right there.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO
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    “Well, hello there, Isabella.” Dr.Peterson, the local dentist, leaned down to talk to Isabella. “I’m going to have my assistant, Pamela, walk you to my chair, while I speak with your mother.”


    Isabella nodded.


    Grace was happy the bleeding had subsided, but she still made Izzy hold gauze up to her mouth. She was grateful that Dr.Peterson could fit her in today, and she relaxed knowing that with his experience, Izzy would be in good hands. He was good at taking care of all the townspeople, young and old.


    “Young people,” he said, scratching the bald spot at the top of his head. “They are always up to something.” He shook his head as he spoke to Grace.


    “I know what you mean. I feel like I have ten kids, instead of one. Izzy’s a handful, but I love her.” She smiled, adjusting her purse over her shoulder.


    She had to keep reminding herself how much she loved her adventurous daughter, especially during times like this. Izzy could be such a tomboy at times, and other times she was still such a little girl.


    She followed Dr.Peterson to the back where Isabella was and where the smell of clove oil filled the air. She had heard that clove oil was often used to numb and reduce tooth pain. He explained to her that Isabella would be fine. He said the upper first molar was loose anyway and a permanent tooth would soon grow in its place. However, he wanted to check the gums in that area to make sure there wasn’t any damage.


    “Are you mad?” Isabella’s brown eyes were wide, glancing up from the dentist chair at her mother. “I’m sorry I made you leave work early.”


    “No, I’m not mad.” Grace leaned over and brushed a strand of brown hair from Izzy’s eye. “Grandma is watching the store. It’s not like we were that busy anyway.” Grace shrugged. “But you need to be more careful.”


    “It wasn’t my fault,” Isabella whined. “Harry threw my book at me. He was trying to play stupid football.”


    “It’s fine, Izzy.” Grace patted her head. “Now stop talking and pay attention to Dr.Peterson. He can’t work while you’re talking to me.”


    “Yes, Mom.” She turned back to the doctor and opened wide.


    He used a mouth prop to keep her mouth open while Pamela handed him the tools he needed. The tools clanked in her hands while she turned them over to him. He examined her mouth from one end to the other, then glanced over at Grace and said everything looked fine. His only suggestion was to put some ice on her gums in that area. There was a little swelling and that should bring it down. He told Grace to wait in the other room while he and Pamela finished up.


    As soon as Grace reached the waiting room, she saw Phil rushing in the door.


    “I got here as soon as I could,” Phil said.


    “Did you run here? Your face is all red.” Grace smiled, taking in the beads of sweat racing through his brown hair, making it look darker than it really was.


    “Yes, I sort of did. I knew Izzy was hurt, so I wanted to be here.” His black nylon coat was unbuttoned. He adjusted his crooked blue tie. “Your mother called me, and I came right over.”


    “You didn’t have to do that. She’s fine. There was no need for you to leave work to be here.” She frowned.


    “You act like you don’t want me here.” He took a step back and narrowed his gaze.


    “I never said that.” Her mouth dropped open. She noticed the brightness that was normally in his hazel eyes had dimmed some.


    “But your facial expression says it all, and so did our earlier conversation.”


    Her throat tightened. She knew he meant the conversation where she was curt with him, and he hung up on her.


    “I mean,” he continued. “I love Isabella like she’s my own daughter, so where else would I be.”


    “Her tooth was already loose. Harry just knocked it out all the way. So, it’s not that urgent. Her lip’s a little swollen. You don’t need to worry. She’ll be fine.”


    “I think it’s something more.”


    “Philip, don’t make a big deal out of this. It’s…” Before she could finish her sentence, Dr.Peterson came out hand in hand with Isabella.


    “She was such a little trooper. She’s all done and ready to go.” Dr.Peterson beamed and ruffled Izzy’s hair.


    “He said I was a trooper, Mom,” Isabella mumbled with a sucker in her mouth. “Hi, Uncle Phil.” She waved.


    “Izzy, take that candy out of your mouth.” The watermelon aroma filled the room.


    “But Mom, Dr.Peterson gave it to me for being good…and it has a stick on it. There’s no way I can swallow it.”


    “Don’t sass me, young lady.” Grace waved her finger. “You just had work done. I’m sure he told you not to eat that for a few days. But you’re so quick it’s already unwrapped and in your mouth.” Grace knew Dr.Peterson was old school and like to give out sugar-free suckers. She wished he’d hand them to the parents instead of directly to the children.


    “Yes, you were supposed to save that for another time.” Phil pulled her close and zipped her pink coat. Then, he picked her up and put her on his shoulders. “And how many times have I told you not to call me Uncle Phil—it’s just Phil to you.”


    “I know. I’m sorry,” she mumbled, rubbing his hair. “Mom, can Un—I mean Phil come over for dinner?”


    “I’m only going to ask you one more time to take that sucker out of your mouth,” her mother chided.


    Isabella yanked the sucker out of her mouth. “Can Phil come over for dinner?” she quickly asked again.


    “I guess that’s up to Phil.” Grace glanced over at him. She took the candy from Isabella and dropped it in a nearby trash can.


    “I would love to come for dinner.” He bounced Izzy on his shoulders as they went out the front door of the dentist office. “What are we having?”


    “Can we have…?” she muttered, glancing down then back up. “Spaghetti.”


    “I guess so,” Grace said, as they headed for the car.


    “Phil!” They heard a loud voice yelling across the parking lot. “I need to talk to you about something. Could you come here for a moment?” It was Dr.Peterson, shouting from the front door of his office.


    “Yes, Dad, be right there,” he shouted back. “I wonder what I’ve done wrong now.” He gently put Isabella down and turned to Grace, a weary expression on his face. “I’ll be over as soon as I’m done here.” He leaned in and kissed her forehead.


    “Yuck—mushy,” Izzy said, frowning.


    “Yes, but we like mushy.” Phil smiled. “Mushy is good for grown-ups.”


    “It’s not good for kids.” She scrunched up her face even more. “See you later, Uncle Phil.”


    “See you later, Izzy.” Phil waved and marched away.


    “Mom.” Izzy grabbed her mother’s hand.


    “Yes.”


    “Was Uncle Phil’s dad mad at him?”


    “No. Why would you think that?” Grace squeezed Izzy’s hand as she led her to the car.


    “His face looked mean,” she said, while stopping to look down at a puddle of water. She moved closer to the puddle and stepped in it. “And Uncle Phil didn’t speak to his dad when we were inside.”


    “No, his dad just wasn’t smiling, but he’s not mad.” She yanked Isabella back from the puddle.


    “He looked like you look when you’re yelling at me.” She stretched her foot over near the puddle again and stuck it in the water. The water splashed as she kicked her shoe around.


    “No, as far as I know, everything’s fine with Phil and his dad. Now, let’s get in the car.” She pulled Isabella’s hand to get her away from the puddle again.


    “But you always tell me it’s not polite to walk into a room and not speak. You said it’s rude.”


    “It is rude.” She let Isabella’s hand go so she could open the car door. “But don’t worry about Phil and his dad.” She lightly smacked Isabella on her bottom. Izzy should know that meant she needed to buckle her seat belt once she was in the back seat of the car and in her booster seat. “I’m sure they’re fine.” The door thumped as she slammed it closed.


    Grace wasn’t sure if everything was okay with Phil and his dad, but Izzy didn’t need to know that. Children shouldn’t concern themselves with grown folks’ business. The seat belt clicked as she snapped it in place. She sighed, hoping her old blue Ford would start. It was hit or miss in that department, especially since it was acting funny earlier. Yes, a new car was needed, but she couldn’t afford one right now. Nor could she afford a used one. Her chest felt lighter once the engine roared loudly. She checked behind her to make sure Izzy had her seat belt on. Once she saw Izzy buckled safely, she put the car in gear and the motor rumbled as she drove off.


    “Mom, did you get my book from school?”


    “Yes, your teacher gave it to me along with your book bag.” She glanced in the rearview mirror to see a smile plastered across Izzy’s face.


    “Mom, I’m cold.”


    “I’m sorry, sweetie. You know it takes a while for the heat to come on.”


    Grace shivered as well. She let out a sigh when she finally heard the buzz of the heat coming through the vents. Grace’s car had stopped shaking, for now, and she smiled as she drove through town.


    Grace had lived in Garricksville since she was born; her parents had loved this old town, and she did too. Even though the town was small and old, and everybody knew everybody, she never had the urge to go anywhere else—not like some people she could name. Her smile turned into a frown, gossip got around quickly in a small town like this, which is why Grace tried to keep Izzy as well-behaved as possible.


    They only left the comfort of their small town a handful of times and never out of New York State. The idea of taking her rust-bucket of a car far away caused major anxiety for Grace and made her chest tighten. A few times, she drove Isabella to New York City to see a few of the ice shows they had. Izzy loved them, but the fairy-tale character ones were her favorites.


    Harry always liked to tag along with them, and she didn’t mind. He had three older brothers, and his parents struggled a lot, like she did. She had tried to help them out by taking Harry off their hands every so often. His parents, Bryan and Meg, were good people, and they had tried to raise their family the best they could. But she knew they had been arguing a lot lately over money. That’s the problem with small towns; nothing was kept a secret.


    “Mom, can we stop for some ice cream?”


    Grace knew they must have just passed Mr.Grayson’s ice cream shop. Most of the shops were owned by the town’s residents, and those people spent years caring and building their businesses. She was so deep in thought she didn’t even notice it, but it was a few streets down from the dentist office. Just a few more blocks to go and they would pass her bookstore. The bookstore was about ten minutes from Izzy’s school, and Izzy’s school was ten minutes away from their house. Everything was so close together that it would normally only take about ten to twenty minutes to get anywhere you needed to be in town.


    “Mom…”


    “Isabella, we are not getting ice cream. We have to eat dinner first. I thought you wanted spaghetti.”


    “I do, but I want ice cream too.” Her voice was high-pitched.


    “Stop whining. And sit back,” Grace said, while watching her in the rearview mirror.


    “But my seat belt’s on.”


    “Sit back anyway.” Grace hated to scold her, but she was such a mischievous child. She needed a lot of attention, and sometimes a lot of discipline.


    Finally, Izzy was quiet, and Grace’s attention turned back to the window. Seeing the park her dad had taken her to when she was a little girl made her smile. There was a warm fuzzy feeling in her stomach, seeing the swings he had pushed her on. It’s funny how she had spent more time with her dad than her mom growing up. Grace and her dad had been so close, and all she wanted was for Izzy to be close to her dad too. It made her heart ache for what Izzy was missing with Craig. But Craig was nothing like her father had been. He was a thoughtless human being who had left a little girl to yearn for him.


    She blinked away unwanted tears and noticed Grayson’s Restaurant. They were famous for their enormous hamburgers and greasy fries. Mr.Leonard Grayson owned the restaurant and the ice cream shop—and also happened to be the mayor of the town. He had owned those places before he had become mayor. Leonard had been good friends with her father, Adam—and that friendship extended to her and her mother. The mayor was a good man, and his wife Elizabeth was just as nice as he was.


    After a few minutes, they were on their street, and her eyes broadened turning into the driveway of her modest brick home. It was small and the paint was chipping and some of the floors creaked, but none of that mattered because it was hers. The home had two stories, a basement, and an attic.


    An older couple previously owned the house and had decided to move; the place was getting too big for them since their kids were all grown. They were semi-retired and moved to a smaller ranch-style place. She had loved many features about the house when she and Craig had first purchased it. The hardwood floors, the big bay living room window. The dining room and living room were nicely sized and inviting.


    There was a small attic upstairs that Izzy liked to play in but wasn’t supposed to. The attic was never fully finished, and it was so small that it couldn’t be considered a full floor. Grace also thought Izzy could be hurt, so she forbade her from going up there. The basement was fully finished and big enough for her to run around in, so Grace preferred for Izzy to play there.


    Grace’s heart felt heavy, staring at the house; she and Craig had been so happy when they first purchased it. No, it wasn’t much but it was theirs, and it was what they could afford. The monthly payments had fallen right in place with their budget.


    She turned to see Isabella had fallen asleep in the back seat. No wonder she had suddenly become so quiet. Hopefully, she could get her inside without waking her. Grace slowly opened her car door while cringing because it squeaked so loud. Another squeak followed opening Izzy’s door—fortunately, Izzy was still asleep. Izzy’s seat belt clicked as Grace unfastened it. She scooped Izzy up in her arms and closed the door with her foot. Feeling like a mover carrying a sofa, Grace groaned carrying her up the stairs. Isabella was heavier than she looked, but somehow, Grace managed to snatch her keys out of her purse. The keys dangled and clanked as she opened the door.


    Once inside, she walked to the living room sofa and laid Izzy down. She slowly unzipped Izzy’s coat, but the whooshing sound came anyway. Thank goodness she only moaned and turned over to go back to sleep. Grace normally didn’t like her to nap so late in the day, but this situation was different because she was exhausted from her time at the dentist. This quiet time could benefit Grace as well—since it would allow her to get dinner started. Izzy was looking forward to spaghetti, but Grace thought soup would be a better choice after a dental visit. Leaning in, she wiped a strand of hair from her daughter’s eye and kissed her forehead. Her feet slid across the hardwood floors to the thermostat in the hallway. She turned the heat on, since a chill in the air made her shiver.


    Now heading for the kitchen, she felt her own tiredness setting in. Her feet felt heavy, like they were in a block of ice. Not even the smell of her apples and cinnamon fragrance plugged into the wall could make her feel lighter.


    The kitchen was on the smaller side, but she had learned to work with it. To add to her heaviness, she noticed a purple stain on her nice green walls. It looked like Izzy had been in the hallway after breakfast this morning without wiping her hands—they had grape juice. She couldn’t worry about that now, so she gathered her ingredients in the kitchen. She lightly closed the drawers and cabinets as she grabbed things she needed. At least the cold air of the refrigerator smacking her in the face woke her up a bit.


    She needed to get something to put the ingredients in, so she leaned down to retrieve a pot from the cabinet. The cabinet door creaked, and she noticed blue paint peeling on the cabinets, just like on the kitchen walls. Phil had offered to paint for her, but she had wanted to do it herself. She needed to prove she could do things without a man’s help.


    Once the butter was melted, the water, tomatoes, onion wedges, and a dash of salt was simmering, Grace wiped her hands on her red apron and decided to take a much-needed break in the living room. Plopping down on the sofa next to Isabella made her heaviness go away. Staring at her daughter now felt like she was looking at her newborn for the first time. Izzy’s skin was soft, and she looked so delicate that Grace leaned over and stroked her hair. I need to ice Isabella’s gums before dinner, she reminded herself.

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    [image: top]


    “Thanks for dinner.” Phil wiped his mouth with his napkin. “It was good as always.”


    “You’re welcome.” Grace smiled.


    “Mommy’s a good cook.” Izzy looked over at her mom with bright eyes.


    Grace turned to Isabella. “Well, thank you. We’ll have spaghetti next time. I thought soup would be easier on your gums.”


    They were seated at the dining room table, and everyone looked stuffed.


    “I have chocolate pudding for dessert if anyone wants any,” Grace said. The dishes clanked together as she gathered them.


    “I can do that for you.” Phil stood. “I’m sure you’re tired.”


    “No, I’m fine.” She continued stacking.


    “You always say that.” His eyes tapered. “You have to learn to let someone help you sometimes.”


    “Mom,” Izzy whined, breaking their nice but eerie banter, “I wanted ice cream.”


    “I know you did—but we don’t have any in the house and I don’t feel like going back out tonight to get any. We can have ice cream some other time. Pudding will be gentle on your gums, and all we have.”


    “Alright,” Izzy said, rubbing her red eyes and frowning.


    Grace noticed how tired Isabella looked. Her long snooze didn’t do her justice. That was probably the reason she didn’t make more of a protest about the ice cream. She noticed Phil had taken her conversation with Izzy as his chance to take the dishes in the kitchen. She hadn’t meant to snap at him earlier. Why had she been doing that so much the last few weeks? Lately, she had felt out of sorts, and she didn’t know how to get back to her old self again.


    She had been dating Philip for a little over a year now, and he wanted more from her than she was able to give, at least for right now. Yes, they had moved past hand holding. A kiss here and there on the cheek had moved to kisses on the lips…and touching here and there. But she still couldn’t go as far as to let him spend the night, even though she knew he wanted that to be the next step in their relationship. Phil was so patient; most men would probably have gotten mad at the slow progression in their physical relationship, but Phil wasn’t like that. He didn’t want to push her beyond what she could handle—at least not so far.


    *


    “Now that Isabella’s gone to bed, I was hoping we could talk.” Phil grabbed Grace’s hand. They were in the living room, and the clock on the mantel dinged.


    “I’m really tired.” She pulled her hand away from his. “Maybe we could talk another time.” She rubbed her temples. “How about we sit and watch a movie. We can even watch your favorite, an action movie, instead of a romantic comedy.” She smiled.


    “We can’t keep putting off this conversation.” His eyes were sad. “We only get so much time alone without Isabella.”


    “I’m just going through a lot right now. The store’s extremely slow. And then there’s Izzy and that darn book of hers.” She walked toward the other side of the living room. “A girl her age should be playing with dolls or a stuffed animal. I wouldn’t even mind if she was still dragging around her old baby blanket for comfort.”


    “You always do this.” He shook his head and plopped down on the sofa.


    “Do what?” She walked toward him. She sat down on his lap and started rubbing her hands through his short hair. A small red scratch was noticeable on his caramel-colored cheek. “How did you scratch yourself?”


    “When I try to talk about us or our relationship, you throw the conversation to Izzy or your mother—or even the store—and now, the scratch on my cheek.” He put his arms around her waist. “You know how I feel about you.” He patted her hip.


    “And you know how I feel about you.” She leaned in and kissed him tenderly on the lips. She was hoping this would divert the conversation, but from the look on his face, she could tell it wasn’t working.


    “No, I really don’t.” He shook his head.


    “I’m just going through a lot right now.” She jumped up from his lap. Her heart was racing; her efforts at changing the subject hadn’t worked and she didn’t want to talk about her feelings. “Why can’t you understand that?” She didn’t mean to snap at him but there she was doing it again.


    “You think you’re the only one going through something right now?” He stood. “I’m going through some things as well. But I’m trying to put that aside to make this relationship work. Clearly, you’re not willing to do the same.”


    “I just need a little more time,” she said.


    Phil groaned in aggravation.


    “How much more time do you need? It’s been a year and a half since we started dating. I love you and Isabella, but I don’t know how much longer I can do this. You not wanting to commit to this relationship—you never say we’re exclusive, like I want us to be. You never let me spend the night. I have my father breathing down my neck to…” He didn’t finish his sentence because they heard banging at the door.


    “I have to get this.” Grace turned to walk away.


    “We’re not done with our conversation,” Phil said.


    “I know. I’m coming right back,” she hollered back to him. The earlier patience she was speaking of with Phil seemed to be fading. She knew this day would come—the day when his patience wore thin.


    The squeakiness of the front door made her cringe.


    “Mother, what are you doing here?”


    Rose stepped inside without waiting for an invitation. “Is everything alright in here? I heard yelling from outside the door.” She glanced over at Phil.


    “Hello, Ms.Whitaker.” He waved. “Everything’s fine.”


    “I certainly hope that’s true,” she said. She threw her purse on the living room table; it made a thud as it landed. She then proceeded to take off her wool coat. “I’m just here to see my granddaughter.”


    “Mom, I told you on the phone she was fine.”


    “I know, but I wanted to see her for myself. It’s only eight o’clock.” She glanced down at her watch. “She shouldn’t be asleep yet.”


    “She’s upstairs in her bedroom, but I’m sure she’s still up. She’s probably reading that book of hers.”


    “Fine then, I’ll go right up. You two can finish discussing whatever you weren’t yelling about.” She squinted her eyes at both of them.


    *


    Izzy heard tapping on the door; it made the door shake.


    “Izzy, it’s Grandma. Can I come in?”


    “Yes, Grandma,” Izzy said, looking up from her book and sitting up in bed.


    She was happy her mom had let her wear her pink dolphin pajamas; they always made her feel better. Pink was her favorite color, and her pajamas matched the pink walls of her room.


    Her heart grew, seeing her grandma. Grandma was the one who had brought all the pictures on her walls—her mommy liked to call them portraits. Her mom said her favorite was the picture of her graduating kindergarten. But that wasn’t her favorite, her favorite was the photo with the ballerina in a Grand Plie pose. She learned that big phrase from her grandma. But her most favorite of all were the pictures of the fairy-tale princesses. She loved her white sleigh bed because her daddy bought it for her. And he put up the big white letters tacked on to the wall spelling out her name. She didn’t really remember her dad putting up the letters, but her mom had said he did.


    “How’s your mouth feeling?” Rose sat down on the bed. She patted the pink and white covers over Izzy’s thigh.


    “It’s okay.” She poked out her lips. “The pink part hurts a little.” She frowned. “But Mom said she would come in later and put some ice on it. She iced them before dinner too. I guess that helps because they’re swelled.”


    “You mean they’re swollen,” Rose said. “And the pink part has a name. They’re called gums.” She leaned in and kissed her forehead.


    “Thanks, Grandma. You’re so smart.” Izzy smiled, sliding down more under her covers. “Grandma…”


    “Yes, sweet girl?”


    “Can I ask you something?” She blinked.


    “You can ask me anything.” Rose stroked Izzy’s forehead and leaned in closer to her.


    “Why were Mom and Uncle Phil fighting? I heard them in here. I don’t like it when they fight. Are they mad at each other?” she whispered, biting down on her lip. Her heart felt like it was jumping around.


    “No,” Rose shook her head, “they’re not mad at each other.”


    “But they’ve been fighting a lot lately.” Izzy squirmed.


    “Sometimes grown-ups argue, but that doesn’t mean they’re mad at each other. It’s just the way they communicate with each other.”


    “Commni—what?” Her face twisted up.


    “Communicate means to talk to each other.” Rose smiled.


    “Like when Harry and I yell at each other, but he’s still my best friend.”


    “Yes, something like that.” Rose shifted on the bed. “Now, I want to ask you something.”


    “Yes?” Isabella’s eyes were wide.


    “How would you feel if your mother married Phil?”


    Isabella was quiet. She poked out her lips; she was thinking. “I really like Uncle Phil,” she finally said. “He’s really nice to me, but I wouldn’t want him to marry Mommy. If he did, that would make him my daddy and I can’t have two dads.” She shrugged. “And if Mom married him, then what would happen when my real daddy comes back? He’s going to come back so they can get back together.”


    “How do you know that, Isabella?”


    “Because in my book, the prince always comes back to find the princess, and they end up happy. And if Mom is married to Phil, Daddy won’t come back to her because she will be married to someone else.”


    “So, your mom can date Phil, just not marry him?”


    “Yep.” She nodded.


    “Izzy, do you understand what a fairy tale is?” She rubbed the covers overtop Isabella’s leg.


    “Grandmaaa…” Izzy whined, “you asked me that before.” She folded her arms.


    “I know, sweetheart. I just wanted to see if your answer had changed.”


    Her face scrunched up. “Why would it change?”


    “Never mind,” Rose said, shaking her head. “Why don’t we try a different book tonight?” Rose pushed the fairy-tale book aside, and the covers bunched. She looked over at the bookshelf.


    “No. I want you to read that one.” She kicked up her legs. “Please, Grandma.”


    “Isabella, you’re too old to have temper tantrums.”


    “That’s what Mom always says.”


    “Well, your mom would be right. Besides, you can read it yourself. You read it all the time,” she said. “Ever since you were three years old, you could read on your own. And you always said that now that you didn’t need any help reading, you liked to read by yourself.”


    “I know, but sometimes it’s better when you read it. Your voice souls me so I can fall asleep. Mom always says that.”


    “You mean soothes me.”


    “What’s the difference?” she asked.


    “Well, the word soul has a lot of different meanings. I don’t think you will understand them, but soothes means to calm you. That’s the word your mommy uses.”


    “Well, I want to be soothed.” Izzy smiled. “So, start reading, Grandma.”


    “You know you’re my little munchkin-head, don’t you?” Rose rubbed Izzy under her chin.


    “You tell me that all the time.”


    “Because I don’t want you to ever forget it.” Rose smiled.


    “How can I forget it when you tell me every day?” Isabella held out her hands. “You’re silly, Grandma.”


    “And you make me laugh, Izzy.” She tickled her tummy. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”


    “I don’t know what you would do without me either.” Isabella grinned from ear to ear. Her chest bounced up and down as her grandma tickled her. It felt like butterflies were in her stomach as she laughed.


    The laughter stopped when she heard a thump coming from the living room. The loud noise made her heart jump and she frowned.


    She sat up from her slouch. “What was that?” The butterflies stopped moving in her stomach.


    “It was probably just Phil leaving.”


    “That noise was loud.” She scrunched up her shoulders. “He must have been really mad.”


    “No, I’m sure he was just annoyed.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “Why don’t we read your book now?” Rose reached for the book and started rustling through the pages.


    Isabella was only six, but she could tell when grownups didn’t want to talk about something. And that was fine with her, as long as she got her book read to her.


    “Could you read the one where the princess was frozen in ice—and when the prince kisses the ice it melts right away.”


    “Yes, just let me find it.” Her grandma turned the pages.


    A loud screeching made them turn toward her bedroom door. Isabella shook her head, knowing the door always screeched when it opened too fast. Her mommy must have forgotten.


    “Mother, can I talk to you for a moment,” Grace said.


    “Mom, Grandma was just about to read to me,” Isabella said in a high squeaky voice.


    “I just need to talk to your grandmother for a minute. It won’t take long,” Grace said.


    “Fine, Mom, but I’m going to time you.” She folded her arms and counted. “One—two—three—four—” She continued counting as she watched them leave the room.


    *


    “That’s a good way to get her to practice her numbers.” Rose smiled.


    “Yes, it is.” Grace gave a half-smile back.


    “Are you alright dear?”


    “No, not really,” Grace said with a sigh. They walked toward the living room and sat down on the sofa.


    “I just wanted to make sure you weren’t telling Isabella any truths. Like her father’s not coming back—or just because all the fairy tales in her book end in happiness doesn’t mean her life will.”


    “I told you earlier that there was nothing wrong with a girl favoring a certain book. If she wants to take it to school, well then, I don’t see the harm in that.” She shifted on the sofa. “But I do see something wrong in her believing her father will come back. And that everything will turn out wonderful in the end just because it does in a fairy tale.” She paused and looked at Grace. Her eyes squinted as she spoke. “You’re mad because she’s obsessed with it. But what you should really be mad at is the meaning it holds for her. You need to tell her about her father.”


    “See, that’s what I mean. I just want her to stop being obsessed with the book. You know Craig signed the back page ‘with love, from your daddy.’ That means everything to her. She loves that book so much. I don’t want to break her heart by telling her that her father may never come home. And I don’t want you to do that either. I know how you don’t like to sugarcoat things.”


    “No, I don’t, especially when things are getting out of hand—the way you are letting them now. It was okay at first, but now it’s been three years and he’s not off saving whales or whatever nonsense you told her. He left you two and you haven’t heard a peep out of him.” Her eyebrow rose. “That is until he sent you those divorce papers six months ago.” She shifted her weight on the sofa. “I believe if you told her the truth about her father, then she won’t ever want to see the book again. And your problem will be solved.”


    “Mother—”


    “No,” Rose said, cutting her off. “You want her to just forget about the book without discussing the real issues with her. You need to discuss why she’s so obsessed with it in the first place.”


    “I’m not like you. I don’t want to hurt her. She’s only six.”


    Rose frowned. “So, now you’re criticizing my parenting style.”


    “No, I’m just saying that when I was Isabella’s age you were brutally honest with me about everything. And sometimes I wish you would have treated me like a child. Children shouldn’t know grown-up things. Like the time you told me my cat Misty died.”


    “Yes, and your father wanted to tell you Misty ran away so you wouldn’t be so hurt. He didn’t feel we should have explained death to you at such an early age and—”


    “But you didn’t see it that way,” Grace cut in. “And you told me she got run over by a car and died.”


    “And that was the truth. You eventually got over it.”


    “But I cried for months.” She shifted her weight. “I think it’s better the way Dad handled things.”


    “So, I guess we agree to disagree.”


    “I guess we do.” Grace shrugged.


    “You know you always did take after your father.” Rose crossed her legs. “The way you like to sugar coat things. And…” she paused, “the way you bring up other subjects, so you don’t have to talk about what’s really bothering you.”


    “I don’t know what you mean.”


    “Phil left out of here in a huff. I think this has something to do with him.”


    “Maybe it does.” She bit her lip. “But I don’t care to talk about it right now.”


    “Fine, sweetheart.” Rose stood. She marched over to the living room chair and grabbed up her coat. “Will I see you at work in the morning?”


    “Of course, Mother. You know I will be there. I’m always there.”


    “Tell Isabella I’m sorry I had to leave. You can finish reading her book to her.”


    Grace watched her mother swing her purse across her shoulder. It made a swooshing sound. She continued watching her mother head toward the front door, her flat heels stomping all the way. The front door slammed behind her.


    Her heart felt heavy; they had never been as close as she would have liked them to be. Her dad had always been proud of her, but her mother was a different story. Her mother had always seemed to be disappointed in everything she had done. Grace should have gone to college, and she shouldn’t have married Craig. Now, they disagreed on this book of Izzy’s.


    She had hoped that once her father passed and they started owning the store together, they could find some common ground. But that hadn’t happened yet; they still seemed to always butt heads. The one thing they did agree on was how much they loved Isabella, but they still disagreed on how she should be raised.

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR
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    “Mom, why do I have to go to work with you today?” Isabella was holding onto her mother’s hand. She was skipping as they walked up to the front door of the bookstore. Her shoes squealed across the concrete pavement.


    “I told you earlier, Phil might be busy today, and I don’t have anyone else to watch you.” Grace squeezed her hand. “Besides, after that tooth incident, I need to keep an eye on you.”


    “But I feel much better,” she said with a frown.


    “I know you do. But I still don’t have anyone to look after you. I know Lynn was your favorite babysitter, but since she got married and moved away, I haven’t been able to find anyone else to watch you on a regular basis. I don’t trust many people with you.”


    “Why can’t I go over to Harry’s?”


    “It was such short notice. His mother is busy, and so were all the other parents I tried. Maybe you would like to go and stay with Marcie.”


    Marcie was an older woman in her sixties who had babysat Izzy a few times, but Izzy always said Marcie made her eat vegetables and wanted her to play board games instead of letting her read her book, so she didn’t like her. Lynn, on the other hand, had been Izzy’s favorite and would let her read her book for hours on end. Lynn was in her early
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