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I' THE COMMONWEALTH I would by contraries

Execute all things; for no kind of traffic

Would I admit; no name of magistrate;

Letters should not be known; riches, poverty,

And use of service, none; contract, succession,

Bourn, bound of land, tilth, vineyard, none;

No use of metal, corn, or wine, or oil;

No occupation; all men idle, all;

And women too, but innocent and pure;

And no sovereignty;

- Gonzalo, Act 2, Scene 1

The Tempest, Shakespeare
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Prologue
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WHEN THE FIRST RAINDROP, fat and noisy, splashed down and rattled a delicate china teacup on its saucer, I knew we had a problem and not just with the wedding. The day had dawned sunny bright with just enough cool in the air to feel like early spring, not yet summer, but there was something deliberately provocative about that raindrop, something willfully antagonistic. Alarm shot down my spine as I stared at the glistening damp spot and felt the tension in air thicken. 

I told myself that was silly. All weddings were tense, and an event planner prepares for emergencies. After the freak snowstorm of last year, I had space heaters stashed in the barn just in case, and I’d mapped out alternate table settings if we had to move the whole event indoors.

But when I glanced around, I saw the normal hustle and bustle of preparation had come to a halt. Instead of carrying dishes back and forth, the waiters in their black cutaway tuxes clustered together and peered up at the sky. A few early guests also gathered in pockets and quickly passed from squealing greetings and hugs to shaking their heads and pointing up. 

I could see the dark bank of clouds brewing, dauntingly heavy and black and stretching from end to end across the horizon. However, I could also still see clear skies before that line of thunderstorms, bright blue with the white light of early morning. The light breeze had picked up, but it felt damp. Was it wishful thinking on my part to say the clouds seemed far off? 

“Carla, that’s not what I think it is, is it?” Marilee, a big girl, tall with a grand figure, came up behind me and frowned at the sky with her hands on her hips, an intimidating stance. She wore an elegant black sheath with a trumpet skirt that made her an impressive, if not exactly welcoming, hostess of the bed and breakfast where the wedding was being held. I’d asked her for intimidating, as Missy Harrington and her mother had been difficult the entire planning process. Marilee had delivered in four-inch heels that put her well over six feet.

“What is what?” Murphy, the bartender, continued setting out glasses. His hands were restlessly busy, wiping glasses and countertop as they straightened and sorted. Murphy was tall with the lean chiseled physique of a gym rat, sun-kissed hair, and brown eyes that were as warm and seductive as melted caramel. I’d been not so secretly in love with him for years, but we’d only recently come to an understanding. I still had to work at not giggling and stammering when we met.

In my flat, sensible shoes, I barely topped five feet, but then, I meant to run around checking arrangements. The open field in front of the Old Jennings Place bed and breakfast looked amazing if I did say so myself. Pristine white tents with the side panels tied back sheltered round tea tables dotted across the newly sprouted grass. Crystal vied with silver to sparkle on bright, white linens topped with miniature hydrangea topiaries nestled among ferns and accented with roses. 

Missy hadn’t been able to decide on a single color, so I used all of her choices, pale pink and rose against the baby blue and lavender of the hydrangea. The effect was authentic Edwardian right down to the stately house behind us. I knew Marilee hadn’t been able to get the whole house repainted before last winter’s snow, but the side facing the parking area was a stately gray, rich in gingerbread trim painted a glossy white. No one would know the difference, as no one was likely to wander back into the woods that surrounded the house. The only incongruous note was the shiny red barn on the other side of the field, but it would have to do. 

The sparkle and glamour of my carefully prepared tea dimmed rapidly in the growing gloom of the overcast skies. I frowned up at the looming clouds. “They’re not getting closer, are they?” I asked Marilee, hoping she would tell me the clouds weren’t moving as fast as I could see they were. 

“Um, maybe we should think about getting everything inside,” Marilee answered instead. “That bulge there at the bottom, that’s a tornado forming.” 

“That’s a myth,” I protested. “Besides, tornadoes don’t form in hills. Everyone knows that.” 

“No, that’s a myth,” Marilee rejoined. “We’d better get inside.” 

She turned back to the house just as the wedding party came out the front door. Missy laughed as she followed her new husband out onto the porch, ducking her head to avoid the shower of rose petals select guests threw. Not everyone had been invited to the ceremony, unlike the reception, but Missy had insisted on the finest for every part of her nuptials. I winced inside, seeing my healthy paycheck flying away with rose petals in the burgeoning breeze. 

Missy clapped a hand to her head to hold onto her veil as she hurried down the steps, her filmy train caught up in the other hand. She had embraced period attire, but her dress was really more Gatsby than Gibson Girl with yards of tulle floating around clingy, form-fitting silk. Her new spouse remained on the porch, chatting with friends and accepting slaps on the back, but Mrs. Harrington and several other women leaned over the rail and held out their hands to check the rain. 

“What is going on?” Missy cried out as she came running up. She had to clap both hands to her head to hold down the wreath that crowned her veil. Tulle whipped around her, so she fought her clothing as much as the wind. I glanced back at the marquee and saw that it strained against the ropes that secured it. A splash of rain danced across the field and sent waiters and guests both scurrying for cover. 

“It can’t rain!” Missy screeched. “It’s my wedding!” 

“I don’t think we get a vote.” Marilee sounded almost panicked as she wobbled on her heels, fighting the wind across the tiny formal garden in front of the bed and breakfast. 

Missy started crying as her veil wrapped around her, binding her as effectively as any vows. 

I tried to help her get untangled, but I couldn’t get a grip on the flying fabric. When I heard the rip, I thought I’d finally managed to get hold of the thing, and then I realized the sound came from behind me. 

Through the gray curtain of rain that now blanketed the field, I saw the large white tent stretch like a rubber band, and then panel after panel peeled back until the whole thing collapsed onto the remains of shattered tea tables and china. I saw the bottom of the cloud overhead shoot out a funnel like a greedy claw and snatch the flying panels out of the air. Then the funnel folded back into the thundering clouds as rolling and roiling, they began to swell and distend. 

A sudden gust of wind sent me stumbling, and the rain started coming down in sheets. I found myself crawling on my hands and knees in a rapidly growing mud puddle. This was no spring shower. The newly sprouted grass was no match for the deluge. This was a torrent of Biblical proportions, and my one good skirt, now riding up my thighs, was going to be ruined. That thought more than any other made me stand up and scream, “Stop it, stop it, stop it!” 

A distant rumble like the sound of an approaching avalanche began to build. I heard a high-pitched cry over the booming crescendo and realized Marilee was yelling from the porch. She waved frantically as I fought against the wind and the rain. Marilee started to leave the shelter of the porch, but her husband grabbed her. I also saw him waving frantically, so I don’t think he meant for me to be alone out in the storm, but I didn’t think I could make it inside on my own. 

A gulping sob tore out of me as I realized that, but I staggered forward anyway. In the dim light, I could see more people on the porch yelling and waving and one figure in particular running toward me, white shirt glowing in the stormy gloom. Murphy tossed me over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry and took off running again.

The breath knocked out of me, I braced myself against the crazy bounce and peered through the hurtling rain. Dimly, I could see rain skating across the gravel of the parking lot, the red barn oddly bright in the gloom, and for a moment, a tall figure with a crown of antlers, a dark silhouette against dark skies. The figure reared up, head thrown back, and then the sound of the tornado broke across us in a roaring boom that threatened to drown out every other noise. Murphy and I barreled into the house as the rumble crashed overhead into a sudden, startled silence broken only by the high-pitched keening from the distraught bride.

“I don’t believe this,” Missy shrieked. “This can’t be happening!” Bridesmaids fluttered around her in cooing sympathy, but they fell back as Missy reached the point of swinging instead of just crying in her temper tantrum. 

“Oh c’mon.” Marilee walked by, her arms full of towels. She widened her eyes at me as she jerked her head in Missy’s direction. “No one can control the weather. And besides which, we’re indemnified from acts of God or nature. Read your contract.”

I clung to Murphy, shaken and teary-eyed myself, but my distress wasn’t from the ruined wedding. The storm was a message, a threat directed at me, Murphy, and everyone I knew. It wasn’t just an unexpected early spring storm. I knew who was behind it, and I knew the message it sent. Panicking, I turned to search for my daughters as Ashley came running into my arms, her sister Lauren close behind.

Missy still screamed, but she’d reached the point where her words were so tangled up with breathless sobs that she was largely incomprehensible. No one seemed to notice as no one was particularly paying attention. Mrs. Harrington sniffled into the shoulder of a stout, balding man who happily loosened his tie, and Missy’s groom stood at the front window, his groomsmen pointing out items of interest in excited updates. 

“Oh man, there goes your car,” one of them exclaimed happily and the one bridesmaid who had been ineffectually patting Missy’s shoulder left to join the crowd at the window. An older guest tried to marshal them back into the protection of the interior walls, but younger members of the wedding party darted around him and back to the window. 

Missy managed to lunge to her feet. Her once pretty fluttering gown hung in sodden tatters, and she shook from rage as much from cold. “You are so fired! I will sue you for every dime you have. You are in so much trouble, you have no idea how much trouble you are in!”

I stared numbly at her, my thoughts tumbling between the sudden, severe storm and the message it delivered. I felt bad for Missy in a dim sort of way. I knew how important her wedding was to her. Heck, my fledgling business had just blown away with a rented tent, but as I saw the worry on Murphy’s face grow, I knew we had much bigger problems than a rained-out party. “Missy, honey, you have no idea how much trouble we’re in.”
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I FIRST MET MISSY HARRINGTON immediately after Valentine’s Day, bright and early on a Monday morning. That should have been my first sign. Nothing good can come from a crack of dawn meeting on a Monday morning. But I did not go into wedding planning thinking it would be a disaster. I’d heard the stories of drunken bridesmaids, crazed mothers-in-law, and the distant cousin who was only spoken of in hushed whispers and shocked gasps, but none of that crossed my mind when Missy Harrington’s mother asked to discuss flowers for Missy’s wedding. I was just excited to have my first paying client. The signs were there though, right from the very beginning.

Missy’s fiancé had proposed with chocolates and roses on bended knee, she told me, proudly displaying a sparkling if tiny marquis solitaire. I perched on the edge of a cracked and sagging bench in the beat-up diner downtown and admired it, pushing with my toes against the worn linoleum. It was the only way to stay upright as the sagging seat was not kind to a woman not quite five feet tall. I am one of those women who get told they will appreciate how young they look when they get older. Well, I got older and I got tired of still looking like a kid. But staying upright on that bench was enough effort to keep me awake, so I didn’t have to swallow any of the ghastly black sludge the diner insisted was coffee.

Mrs. Harrington, Missy’s mother, sat frowning at her coffee, but since she’d been frowning since she caught me after church on Sunday to set up the appointment, I didn’t think the coffee was to blame. The problem was more likely the scope and magnitude of Missy’s vision. And the fact that Missy’s vision wasn’t exactly specific. 

“I thought orchids would be lovely, but they’re just so expensive, so unless you can get them cheaper, Daddy says no.” Missy tried to sigh dramatically while pouting, which instead made her seem ridiculous. In blustery despair, she whined, “It’s totally unfair. I don’t want boring roses. Everybody does that. I want my wedding to be unusual, to be different, something that expresses me, my personality.” 

Missy also wanted to get married almost immediately, before everyone else did in June. This wasn’t as rushed as it might seem. Mrs. Harrington might have to put up with everyone she knew calculating due dates, but I knew that Missy’s fiancé was in the Reserves and could get called up any time. Also it was pretty clear that Missy had a competitive streak. She mentioned having the ‘best wedding’ several times. Since Fayetteville was a small town with limited choices, ‘best’ actually meant ‘first.’ Since I knew all the vendors in the county, it wouldn’t be impossible to pull together a simple but elegant wedding in a few months—if Missy could make up her mind about what she wanted. Later I realized that an overblown wedding was the first sign of the apocalypse, but at the time, I just wanted to be helpful. 

I smiled and nodded, but inside, I groaned. So far, Missy had rejected every flower I’d named, so unless she expressed herself with something like ferns or feathers, we were fast running out of options. Missy had sleek hair, shiny lip-gloss, and sparkly nails. I couldn’t see what either she or her mother wore as they, like me, were huddled in thick parkas against the lingering winter chill, but my inner designer was one suggestion away from sequins. Instead, I blurted out, “Did you have a particular color in mind?” 

“What we’d really like,” Mrs. Harrington interrupted, “are butterflies.” A middle-aged woman who’d long since given up on any pretension to beauty or fashion, she had iron-gray hair in a tight perm and lumbering brows that emphasized her fierce frown. She came off like a warrior toad, the fat kind who jumps unexpectedly in unreal defiance of appearance or gravity. “Could you make the flowers turn into butterflies like you did at Marilee Harper’s wedding?” 

It was the first time Mrs. Harrington had spoken since we sat down. I couldn’t help but notice that she also said we. Missy may have been the complete opposite of her mother in appearance and temperament, but these two had mastered the tag-team power plays known to mothers and daughters the world over. Missy’s eyes sparkled at me in eager inquiry, and I felt my heart sink. 

“I don’t know if that’s possible,” I started. “I can’t deliver butterflies in the cold. Environmental regulation, you know.”

Mrs. Harrington raised an eyebrow, a giant caterpillar writhing across her face. “You released them last winter,” she argued. Now she reminded me of a terrier, fixated on whatever it had clamped in its jaws. The woman was a whole ecosystem, I thought and realized I was panicking, casting wildly for ideas. 

“Well, that’s when I found out,” I smiled brightly. “Turns out cold is a major problem for butterflies. You don’t want to go there!” I threw up my hands, trying to convey the magnitude of the horror.

“Well, the wedding’s in April, so that shouldn’t be a problem.” Mrs. Harrington sat up straighter on the Naugahyde bench and thumped her purse in her lap, both hands clasping the top. Mrs. Harrington was starting to get on my nerves. I understood the impulse to protect your child, I really did, but she carried it too far. She hadn’t even unbuttoned her coat, but sat formidable and incongruous in slightly damp down. I don’t know who she thought would take her purse, but I envied her ability to stay on that slippery seat. 

I tried frantically to think of another excuse, but my fledgling floral design business needed every bride it could get, and Mrs. Harrington was right. Fayetteville might still be suffering the remnants of winter, the residual heaps of snow still piled high alongside sloppy, damp streets, but the temperature was consistently over thirty degrees even at night. Spring was inevitable. 

Spring was welcomed actually after months of icy cold. I was counting the days until I could start turning over the soil in my garden as much as I was counting on a crop of summer brides to help cultivate my business. What I hadn’t counted on was the one wedding I’d managed to date being more of a problem than a recommendation!

I must have appeared a complete idiot because Missy blinked at my frozen smile and glanced sideways at her mother. Mrs. Harrington was never at a loss for words, particularly not where her daughter or the first wedding of the season was concerned.

“If you can’t manage it, we can find someone else.” She started to shift out of the low booth, her quilted jacket making her seem twice as bulky as she probably was. Missy at least had the grace to look disappointed as she reached for her oversized binder of wedding plans.

“No problem,” I blurted out and instantly regretted it. But it was too late. Missy clapped her hands, and Mrs. Harrington actually relaxed her grip on her purse and nodded, satisfied she’d overcome any excuses.

She had no idea what she asked. I had no idea how the butterflies happened. I’d helped my friend Marilee out when she got married before Christmas last year. The theme had been easy, evergreen and whatever red we could find. Marilee wasn’t picky, just head over heels in love with John Smith. 

Now if you knew Marilee, you’d know this was not normal for her. She’s one of the fussiest people I know. But she was so obviously happy, I just wanted everything to be nice. I threw together centerpieces of candy canes and swags of evergreen and as the crowning touch, a bouquet of amaryllis. When Marilee tossed it, the flowers turned into butterflies, tiny pink and white flutters that appeared briefly and then just disappeared in the afternoon sunshine.

I have no idea how that happened. I didn’t see any worms or bugs in the blossoms, there weren’t any butterflies hidden in the bouquet, and no one on the ground released them simultaneously. I checked because some of Marilee’s employees were real pranksters. I’d swear the flowers turned into butterflies right as the tossed bouquet arced against the sky before the whole thing just disappeared. It was a beautiful, magical effect that every other bride in the area wanted me to duplicate, and I had no idea how to do it.

Missy was going on now about shades of lilac, but I wasn’t listening. A sinking feeling grew in the pit of my stomach. I couldn’t believe I said I’d deliver butterflies. I was going to fail at the first real florist’s job I’d ever gotten, and I hadn’t even gotten a signed contract yet! Marilee’s wedding hadn’t counted. I mean, it was nice and all, but she was a friend and would have been happy with daisies. Missy had already rejected daises and roses and lilies along with the orchids, and now I’d agreed to deliver a special effect I knew nothing about? The sludge I’d sipped when we first sat down stirred uneasily in my stomach, and I tasted acid rising at the back of my throat. I swallowed hard and forced the sick feeling down.

“Well, that sounds lovely,” I managed finally. “Why don’t I draw up a proposal and get back to you?” 

I didn’t care that Missy regarded me strangely. I wanted the meeting over. Mrs. Harrington seemed pleased. I think she was just happy not to be pushed into signing something, though she’d be the first to scream verbal contract if I tried to back out. Ben Harrington was notoriously tight, and Missy had said her father reacted like every suggestion made was a ploy to get more money, but generally speaking, long-term couples agreed on these matters. I started to wish Missy would decide eloping was her style, but it was too late now. I’d made the commitment.

I followed the Harrington ladies out of the diner and waved goodbye as they drove off, but my attention was focused on the slippery sidewalk. I only had two blocks to go, but sometimes the damp spots between the melting piles of slush were still solid ice, and one wrong step could send you sliding. The bank was close enough to the diner that it seemed silly to drive, even if you could find parking, and today was practically balmy compared to recent weeks. I didn’t even bother zipping up my coat. I did tug my scarf up over my ears and nose against the biting wind that blew off the river.

Downtown Fayetteville is composed of a couple of intersecting streets with some two-story red brick buildings. On at least two streets, there were still brick cobbles and parking meters that took pennies. Fayetteville started off as a path down to the river roughly a hundred years ago and fizzled out before it could grow into anything more. Our joke is Fayetteville—not just a town in Arkansas, Georgia, North Carolina, or Tennessee. 

We are the people who live in the cracked and weathered bluffs that rim the river that leads eventually to the Mississippi. Perfectly normal people, not some weird, twisted version of moonshiners or hillbillies. We live on little farms mostly, tucked in among the hills, valleys, caves, and ravines. Fayetteville doesn’t actually sit on the Mississippi; it sits on one of the many tributaries that feed the Mississippi as it bisects the nation. We have an USGS streamage number though which means we actually have enough regular rainfall for the Geological Survey to measure, unlike a lot of other areas which still had drought. The local community college maintained the equipment. My daughter Lauren told me about it.

I sighed, thinking of Lauren. Lauren, most likely, would not be fussing over a wedding anytime soon. She’d always been a serious child, but her teenage years had deepened into an impenetrable gloom. I thought starting at the community college this past winter in lieu of her senior year at high school would give her something new to think about, maybe even cheer her up, but she seemed determined to dwell on all the world’s problems, studying world religions and environmental sciences both in her first semester alone. So much for the benefits of early enrollment. She didn’t lack for male friends, but as far as I knew, they were all study buddies. 

My other child, Ashley, on the other hand, seldom if ever studied, and she certainly didn’t worry. Ashley lived in a world of her own, populated by boys only in videos, thank goodness. She and her friends giggled regularly over comics, funny pictures of cats, and shallow inspirational quotes off the Internet. My younger daughter would start at the high school next year, assuming she managed to unplug enough to graduate from junior high. 

I shook off the ever-present worry and stepped into the bank. Much as I loved my kids, sometimes it was nice to have something else to think about, and I needed to be cheerful for customers when they came in. I worked the afternoon shift and got the last-minute rush where people hurried in before the bank closed at four, pretending to be inconvenienced by our hours, but secretly hoping they could finish up quickly and go home early before their jobs ended at five. Lately, though, I hadn’t found that as funny as I once did. My best friends had all left their jobs as tellers and moved on to new and considerably more exciting lives, so there wasn’t anyone really to share that joke with.

Maggie O’Donnell, my supervisor, stood behind the tellers’ counter, checking something as I came in. She put her papers down and followed me into the break room, but I didn’t think anything of it. Today I was even early, so I didn’t realize that she followed me until she closed the door behind us. I glanced up in surprise and was shocked to see Maggie was very near tears.

“What’s wrong?” I dropped my jacket on the lunch table and hurried over to put one hand on her shoulders. 

Maggie waved me off, but still sat down, trembling, in one of the cheap plastic chairs. She was a young woman, probably younger than me, but she dressed like an old maid in sensible pumps and long, straight skirts. She started to speak, had to stop and take a deep breath, and then managed a halting squeak, much higher pitched than her normal tone.

“How much do you know,” Maggie asked, “about who owns this bank?”

That I did not expect. From the way Maggie shook, I figured someone had died, not screwed up paperwork. Maggie normally wore her hair pinned up, but today she had wisps escaping a clumsy knot, and she was alarmingly pale. Something very odd was going on. “Uh, lots of people?” I guessed. “Aren’t we a community bank?”

Maggie managed a tight smile, but her eyes didn’t meet mine. “Used to be,” she said, and she stopped while her face scrunched up tightly and she fought for control. Her nose was startling pink in her white face. 

“Used to be,” she continued. “We should have been a credit union, we have enough individual owners, but people have been selling off their shares, bit by bit, and . . .” Maggie swallowed hard. “Well, it turns out we have new owners,” she said and handed the sheaf of papers in her hand to me.

I peered at the logo at the top of the page, and my jaw dropped. That particular regional bank had branches in several larger cities in our state but had never expressed any interest in Fayetteville. If anything, businesses that were big enough to operate in the county seat competing with the national chains were a bit snobbish about serving tiny, outlying towns. “Why would they buy us?” I started, and then Maggie and I both answered at the same time. “The Fergus Foundation.”

Remember those friends I mentioned earlier? The ones who’d gone on to new and considerably more exciting lives? Well, the first was Megan O’Malley. She’d won a local gas station lottery and then put five million dollars of lottery winnings back into the bank to help fund small businesses in our downtown. Everybody I knew immediately applied for a loan, but apparently locals weren’t the only ones who’d noticed.

“But they can’t touch that money, right? It’s a charitable trust.” I hadn’t taken all the night school classes Megan had, but I did pay attention when she talked about them over lunch. 

“The trust still makes the bank’s holdings very attractive.” Maggie dabbed at her eyes with a wet tissue and sniffed hard. “Enough people sold off shares that our former competitors bought up a controlling interest.”

“And nobody thought to mention this?” My voice hit a pitch that rivaled Maggie’s squeak as panic started to set in. I dropped heavily into a plastic chair myself. The skinny metal legs squeaked against the linoleum, but I hardly noticed. Having your company bought out from under you tends to leave you with an unsettled feeling.

“They made the required announcements.” Maggie’s face sagged as she closed her eyes, her jaw slackening with each struggling breath. The tears started spilling over her pink-rimmed lids. “Over Christmas in the county paper. I didn’t even check!” 

Missy may have been a princess, Maggie may have been the boss, but me, I’m the mother. And when you hear that particular note, the high-pitched wail of anguish, real or imagined, well there’s only one way you can react. Mothers in grocery stores the world over look up when a baby cries, and now I reached over and hugged Maggie, handing her a fresh tissue. 

“Shh, shh, shh,” I crooned. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault. It’s okay.”

I could see Maggie felt guilty, but really, who could blame her? Who would have expected a buyout? And at Christmas? I didn’t read the county paper and certainly not over Christmas. That was right after my second best friend got married. You know the one with the crazy, mutating bouquet that I’d agreed to replicate just that morning? Marilee had worked at the bank until shortly after Megan won the lottery. Then Marilee accidentally set Megan’s house on fire and had to scramble for the first job she could find. She totally did not mean to do that. In fact, Megan would be the first to say so, but Marilee was much happier running a bed and breakfast than she’d ever been as a bank teller.

My attempt to sooth Maggie wasn’t helping. She shook her head, a short, sharp jerk, gave a watery sniffle, and pulled a tissue out of her pocket. Yep, not nearly middle-aged, and the woman carried tissues. I frequently wore the same boring outfits, but that was because my clothes were second-hand. Maggie chose to dress like that. Even without tears, there were moments when I just felt sorry for the woman. 

Maggie blew her nose and pitched the tissue, an angry, violent throw that ended up short of the wastepaper basket. Kicking out with one foot, she got the tissue closer. The kick also seemed to relieve some frustration because when she spoke again, her voice was brisk, almost impartial.

“I want you to know that Mr. Gallagher protested these changes. He’s been asked to step down, and there will be other personnel changes as well.” She looked me directly in the eye at that point, and my heart sank. I knew what was coming even as she said it. Maggie’s mouth twisted and she had to fight to get the words out. “All part-time positions are being eliminated.”

“Maggie, you can’t let me go. I have kids.” I sat back in my chair and my arm, reached out to comfort, dropped back in my lap. I felt like I’d been hit, dazed and numb and not sure of what I’d just heard.

Maggie’s face twisted and she blinked rapidly. When she could get the words out, she whispered hoarsely, “Carla, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what to do. The bank doesn’t want to run the risk of having to pay a penalty on healthcare, so the board’s letting all the part-timers go.”

The words wouldn’t sink in. I frowned, trying to make sense of them. Most of the staff was part-time at our bank. It just wasn’t that big a bank and people had other things to care for, farms and families. But just because we worked part-time didn’t mean we didn’t need our jobs. It didn’t mean we didn’t need a bank. “But who’s going to do all the work?” 

Maggie closed her eyes almost as if she prayed. “Well,” she managed to get out, “that’s not really your problem anymore.”

Intellectually, I knew Maggie was just trying to do her job, that she either couldn’t or didn’t want me involved in whatever was going on. What I felt, however, was a swelling anger that threatened to bust forth and slap my former boss hard. I was trying to be nice, damn it! And now it was none of my business? My head swam as I sucked in breath. The only thing that kept me from delivering a blistering tongue-lashing was years of practice not saying or doing anything I didn’t want my children to repeat.

Oh God, my kids! How would I provide for my kids? The breath I’d gathered left my lungs in a sickening lurch. This job let me spend time with my kids and school activities even as it covered most, okay some, of the bills. Where would I find another one as flexible? My mind shied away from thoughts of the diner or the grocery store or any of the other jobs that might have part-time openings and I laughed a little hysterically. “Maybe I’ll just do like Megan and Marilee after all and open my own business.”

“That’s probably a good idea.” Maggie had calmed down enough to twist the paper napkin in her fingers instead of sobbing into it. “Part-time jobs might disappear for a while until people figure out this new healthcare thing.”

I had to admit I hadn’t thought about it particularly. Then again, I hadn’t read the county paper over Christmas either. I didn’t want to think about it now. Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes as the realization that I was being let go started to register. It was silly, I knew I hadn’t done anything wrong, but a feeling of shame came creeping in with the rejection, and it still hurt. 

I just wanted to escape, to salvage what dignity I could before I collapsed under the news into a heap of sodden tears like Maggie O’Donnell. I reached for the jacket I’d shrugged off minutes before. That’s the secret to motherhood. Just keep moving. Everything works out fine if you just move on. Actually it was a survival trick that reached all the way back to my childhood. Don’t go there, don’t go there, I thought, just focus. You’ve almost got one customer.

“Does that work?” I wondered out loud, a big smile, brittle and insincere, stretched across my face. “Well, I mean it did for Megan and Marilee, right? People starting their own businesses?”

“No, usually not.” Maggie stood up with a sigh. Normally she would have tried to put a good face on anything. “Most end up broke.”

“Oh well, same as usual then.” And laughing too loudly and too shrilly at a joke nobody found funny, I left. 
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Chapter 2
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AS ENDINGS GO, WALKING out the door was probably the easiest way. Since I hadn’t checked in, I didn’t have to say goodbye. I didn’t have to pick up a final paycheck as we’d gotten paid the previous Friday, and I didn’t have a desk to clean out since we didn’t keep personal items on the tellers’ counter where the public might see them. I just patted Maggie on the shoulder and walked out. I could have been a customer, except for the no paycheck thing. I didn’t get any cake either. 

Of course the minute I got in the car and headed home, the tears came. I gripped the steering wheel and bawled, great snotty sobs that left my cheeks wet and meant I couldn’t see the road well. 

I didn’t have far to go. I lived just off the frontage road that paralleled the highway, so I didn’t even have to take the exit. I did have to pay attention to my driving, however, as both the frontage road and my narrow country road were rough gravel affairs that required careful negotiation to avoid ending up in a ditch or a pothole. I just thought it was a good thing that no one else was on the road when I passed the Farmers’ Market. My girls and I had talked about setting up a booth out there in the spring, but now I didn’t know if that would happen.

The tears flowed faster and driving by rote wasn’t working anymore, so I turned off into the one parking lot that I knew well, the one parking lot I was embarrassed to say I knew well. 

Murphy’s was a low-slung, timber building where locals went for a good burger when they didn’t want to drive to the county seat for a name brand restaurant. Nobody actually knew what the name of the business really was. Murphy’s was just the name on the advertising on the walls, and the bartender refused to say. They had a reputation for really tasty appetizers served early and really rowdy bar fights late at night, but they weren’t that bad. The diner in town was convenient, but served convenient too—all frozen foods. Megan, Marilee, and I went to Murphy’s regularly when the three of us worked together.

After being so careful all day, after being so careful all winter, you’d think I would have noticed the faint haze on the damp parking lot, but in self-defense, can I just point out I’d had a really difficult morning? I did realize I was going a little fast and hit the brakes. When they didn’t grab and the car went sliding was the moment I realized I’d hit ice. 

Grabbing the steering wheel, I hauled frantically on it. The car turned sideways and still sliding, ran sidelong into the strand of trees that grew at the end of the lot. The impact shuddered through the car even as I watched, horrified, as the side of the car crumpled in and my once-substantial mom car literally folded in half.

You’d think getting your car halved couldn’t get any worse. It immediately did, of course. I looked up stunned from the tree that now grew where my passenger seat used to be to the front window. I blinked at what I saw, then leaned forward to peer more closely at the tall figure standing at the edge of the tree line. He was hardly more than a silhouette among the dark trees, half hidden in shadows that the pale light of a winter morning couldn’t penetrate but for a minute, I could swear someone stood in the trees wearing a crown, the tall and jagged headdress of an ancient winter god. Then the figure moved, and I could see what I thought was a crown was a spreading rack of antlers, fit for the proudest buck. No, it’s a deer, I thought, even as the man turned away, disappearing into the dark with quick strides.

The door to Murphy’s bar burst open, and several men ran out, yelling. One older guy circled to the front of the car and flapped his arms, his mouth open but apparently unable to find the words to express his shock. The guy who yanked open my door and hauled me out had no such problem. Words poured from him in a furious tirade that was odd because Murphy was not a talkative man. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? Are you completely daft? This isn’t a speedway.”

Murphy, the owner or at least chief bartender, shook me with every syllable, so my head flopped back and forth. He had the broad shoulders and long arms of a seasoned fighter, but stood quite a bit taller than me. I came up to his shoulders, which probably put him somewhere around six feet, maybe middle weight instead of heavy weight. It was hard to tell because I was short compared to everybody and because of those broad shoulders. 

I had a problem with Murphy and not just that I crashed in his parking lot. Murphy reduced me to every bit of the giggly teenager my own child wasn’t, a tongue-tied, stammering mess. It was ridiculous, but seriously, you’d have to be dead not to notice Murphy. He was a damn fine man. He had a broad face with a high forehead and square jaw that was a perfect frame for a fine wisp of mustache over a thin upper lip and a full bottom lip. Usually he was solemn, but every once in a while, he smiled, a slow grin that lit up his entire face.

Not at the moment, though. At the moment, he looked like he was gearing up for one of the regular dust-ups held in the bar’s parking lot, glaring at me angrily from beneath brows drawn tightly together and jaw clenched. I couldn’t help but notice the dark-blond stubble that decorated it. And yes, I’d just spent a good ten minutes itemizing every feature of this man’s face. Maybe I could claim I bumped my head.

“You could have been killed driving like that,” Murphy shouted. “You, you, you . . .” Words failed him, but he did stop shaking me. He didn’t let go though, his fingers flexing around my upper arms.

“Here now.” The older man who’d been waving his arms in front of the car earlier recovered his voice. “Let go, Murphy. You’re going to hurt the lady.”

Murphy stepped back, his nostrils flaring. He took a deep breath and dropped his hands. “I’m sorry,” he said, not quite looking at me. “Are you all right?”

“Oh sure,” I mumbled. “I just T-boned my car in front of the cutest guy in town, no problem.” I then realized what I’d said and winced. Obviously I had a concussion.

There was a moment’s silence. Then Murphy quirked one eyebrow and peered at me intently. “What did you say?”

The older man’s glance bounced between us, and I could feel my face redden. “Nothing?” I suggested.

The one bit of conversation Murphy did have was with every woman who came into his bar. He laughed and joked with all of them as he deftly slung beers. I’d been adamant about not taking him seriously. Not only did I not want to be one of the many women who mooned over the handsome bartender, I had teenagers to set an example for. Of course having said that publicly, I then had to repeat it every time I smiled at Murphy. 

Mom is how I defined myself. I’m not one of those women who have the answer to everything just because they gave birth. I’m perfectly aware that it’s a normal biological function and didn’t mean I was particularly wise. But it did mean I had this overwhelming responsibility for two lives besides my own. I may have flirted with Murphy now and again, but I was not crossing that line into actually getting involved with him. The man ran a bar for God’s sake! That could not end well.

“Maybe we should get her inside,” the older man ventured. 

Then the screech of brakes behind me made me jump even as Murphy grabbed me by the arms again and flung me sideways into a tumbling heap against the old man. Good thing he wore a thickly padded jacket. 

“Is there no one in this town who can drive?” Murphy roared at the sky, standing defiant as a sleek, black pickup truck skidded into the parking lot, spraying gravel as it went. It had better brakes or else I’d already burned off the ice because it rocked to a stop without trouble. The blond giant behind the wheel grinned at his maneuvering, but my attention was on the slender, dark-haired girl who tumbled out of the passenger seat.

“Lauren! What are you doing here?” I glared at the man climbing out of the driver’s seat. “Why aren’t you in school?”

Lauren skidded to a halt in her rush to me. Stepping back, she put her weight and one fist on an out-thrust hip. “Really, Mom? You’ve been driving like a lunatic since you left the bank. Then you run off the road, and now you’re yelling at me?”

I pushed the old man’s helping arms away and tried to straighten my parka. It had gotten twisted nearly front to back as I bounced first in the car and then across the parking lot. “Well, it’s a reasonable question,” I protested weakly. “And I don’t drive like a lunatic.”

Lauren just directed her best skeptical glare at me. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t just me reacting to my daughter. I’d seen others quelled by that raised eyebrow. But before I could respond, Lauren caught sight of the car wrapped lovingly around its new friend, the tree, and shrieked. “Oh my God, Mom! What did you do? You totaled the car!”

I stood, battered and bruised, my feet cold in the slush, and watched my daughter lose her cool in Murphy’s parking lot over the car she professed to loathe. I wasn’t totally surprised by Lauren’s reaction, but I was hurt. Okay yes, I probably shouldn’t have barked about the whole school thing, but the immediate accusation from my daughter? I know all the books said the extreme reactions from teenagers were normal, but I really hoped one of us would develop a functioning limbic system soon! Tears welled up, and I couldn’t keep back the sobs. I gulped, trying to quell my reaction. Then I felt a large hand settle across my shoulders, rubbing for a minute before turning me gently toward the dark building.

“Whist now,” Murphy rumbled softly. “Get inside before you catch your death. Come on, boyo.” This last was directed to my daughter and the young man who’d come up behind her. The blond giant who had been driving the pickup shrugged at Murphy as he passed into the bar.

“Arse,” Murphy told him, reaching out to flip the light switches. The neon above the bar flickered to stuttering life. 

Inside, the tavern was dark with a short bar to the right and a scattering of wooden tables to the left. The chairs that surrounded the tables had the turned legs and wraparound armrests that you’d see in any country-western bar, but this bar had a distinctly Irish flair. A green and orange flag was draped across the far wall amongst more Murphy’s signs and a few framed Guinness and Beamish ads. Bits of worn bunting sporting a green Celtic knot-work pattern drooped from the bar and the doorway that opened behind it.

Murphy helped me to a seat and then went behind the bar to hunt up a glass of water. I ran shaking hands over my hair and managed to dab my eyes with a napkin from the stack at the center of the table. It didn’t make that much of a difference to my appearance, but at least it minimized the chances of snot.

“Sorry, Mom,” Lauren mumbled as she slid into the chair opposite me. “I didn’t mean to yell. You just scared me.”

I held up one hand as I fought to keep the tears at bay. “Sorry,” I whispered. “Bad morning.”

Lauren lunged out of her seat and hugged me fiercely. I wasn’t surprised as she always moved quickly, but I was overwhelmed. “Don’t cry, Mom. It’ll be okay.” 

“I don’t know.” The young man who’d led Lauren into the bar shook his head, perplexed. “This is definitely a first, even for Murphy’s. Collapsing your car is pretty much, well . . .”

“Oh, shut your yap, Thumbs.” The blond giant came up behind the young man and clasped his narrow shoulders, his actions not nearly as fierce as his words. He shrugged his massive shoulders at me. “My cousin. I should have left them both at school to learn something, but your girl wanted to surprise you.”

Now I felt really horrible. I knew the blond guy from around town. He did construction and was rumored to be a regular in Murphy’s after-hours parking lot dust ups. I’d immediately reacted to that reputation when I saw Lauren getting out of his truck. “Sorry,” I mouthed at him, but he waved my apology away with a big, meaty hand and a knowing grin.

“You should be.” Lauren heard my mumbled if heartfelt attempt at amends, but thought I addressed her. She pushed away from me and sat back in a chair she tugged closer to my side. “You’re going to be lucky to get any insurance payoff considering it’s the end of winter, and you’re probably the millionth person to slide on the ice.” 

“If your insurance doesn’t cover your car, then the bar will help out.” Murphy’s voice was as stiff as his back as he came around the bar. He carefully set a steaming cup in front of me. “Are you sure you’re okay? Do you need to see a doctor?”

“I’m fine,” I managed. I still felt like crying. The shock from hitting the tree was wearing off, and the day’s developments were starting to catch up with me. But I didn’t want Murphy mad at me. He was a nice guy. I liked flirting with him even if I was never going to take him seriously.
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