
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


PATCHED TOGETHER

The Together Series, Book 3

Kim Garee

––––––––

[image: A mountain with trees and a logo

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

––––––––

www.MtZionRidgePress.com



  	
	    
	      Also by Kim Garee

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Together Series

          
        
          
	          Pressed Together

          
        
          
	          Packed Together

          
        
          
	          Patched Together (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
    
    


Mt Zion Ridge Press LLC

295 Gum Springs Rd, NW

Georgetown, TN 37366

https://www.mtzionridgepress.com

ISBN 13: 978-1-962862-82-0

Published in the United States of America

Publication Date: September 1, 2025

Copyright: © 2025 Kim Garee

Editor-In-Chief: Michelle Levigne

Executive Editor: Tamera Lynn Kraft

Cover art by Addison Stewart © 2025

Cover art design by Tamera Lynn Kraft

Cover Art Copyright by Mt Zion Ridge Press LLC © 2025

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information retrieval and storage system without permission of the publisher.

Ebooks, audiobooks, and print books are not transferrable, either in whole or in part. As the purchaser or otherwise lawful recipient of this book, you have the right to enjoy the novel on your own computer or other device. Further distribution, copying, sharing, gifting or uploading is illegal and violates United States Copyright laws.

Pirating of books is illegal. Criminal Copyright Infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, may be investigated by the Federal Bureau of Investigation and is punishable by up to five years in federal prison and a fine of up to $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination, or are used in a fictitious situation. Any resemblances to actual events, locations, organizations, incidents or persons – living or dead – are coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


DEDICATION



[image: ]




This one’s for Graham, Emma, and Kora—my favorite three-part series of all. 
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Prologue
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Summer 1935

Four miles southwest of Buckeye Lake

Every kid watching out on Old Canal Road froze in fear at the scream of the Model T’s braking system.

That piercing noise was the reason drag racing did not happen in town.

Tonight’s final race had been a near disaster on the curve, but Reggie Black Jr.’s souped-up old car finally fishtailed to rest less than a foot from an oak tree along the abandoned canal. The night seemed to hold its breath. A hiss of smoke sighed from the engine.

Reggie was not driving his own car. Instead, he was the first of the young people to run toward what had very nearly been a spectacular crash.

Young Dottie Berkeley vaulted out of the driver’s seat, dark curls flying out of the scarf she’d used to try to contain them. She was breathing hard and pointing at the car rolling to a stop behind her. At the wheel of that car, its driver, Archie Hill, scrubbed both shaking hands over his face.

“I won!” Dottie crowed, tripping over a piece of gravel in the glow of Archie’s headlights.

At fifteen, the only car she’d ever driven was this old Model T that belonged to Reggie’s family and, these days, featured a flathead V8 engine. The combination of that engine and her reaction time was a weekly money maker for Reggie. As of that summer night in ’35, Dottie Berkeley had yet to be beaten.

“C’mon, Reg.” Archie blew out a huff and a low curse, easing from his own car and ignoring Dottie entirely. “You can’t hop up the T so much the brakes won’t even stop it. You could’ve killed the kid!”

“I’m not a kid.” But at least he hadn’t called her a “little girl.” 

“She managed,” Reggie said defensively. He glanced at Dottie but quickly moved on to his pride-and-joy: the car.

Dottie went over to shake Archie’s hand and edge a little nearer to his humiliation. The guys, all older, hated “losing to a little girl” every Saturday night. Dottie knew she was never what they expected, knew that they hated that, and she loved getting to see them hate it up close.

Archie punctuated his “Glad you didn’t die, kid” with the eye roll she’d expected.

Something was steaming even more now under the Model T’s hood as Dottie went on to seek out the only fan she’d ever longed to impress.

It was not her father. No, even at fifteen, she could only impress him by managing as much as possible of the business of Buckeye Lake’s amusement park over the summer. He’d be at the park tonight, and tomorrow it would be Dottie’s job to clean up whatever he was currently destroying.

It wasn’t her friends she wanted to impress, either. She only had a couple, and they’d never have been allowed out this late at night.

No, it was Levi Black she wanted watching her triumph behind the wheel of his older brother’s car. Senior swim team captain and state champion. He was affectionately known as “Smokey” now, ever since his dark hair had turned mysteriously gray two years before.

It had somehow made him even more desirable to Dottie ... and to every other girl at school.

A glance confirmed that Smokey was not huddled with his brother, Reggie, as he opened the hood of the car and conducted an investigation into the whistling steam.

Dottie looked for Smokey over by the tree line, where still other folks from school were passing around a jug.

She had not come for those kids or their jug. She had come to preserve her drag race title and, in doing so, to make Levi Smokey Black fall madly in love with her before he graduated.

Smokey didn’t always come out for the racing, Dottie knew. He preferred to spend his nights dancing on the pier to Les Elgart’s band, tossing summer girls in their silky dresses into the air until they fell in love with him.

Yet, she knew he was somewhere out here tonight on the Old Canal Road. She’d seen him arrive with his brother at twilight, and the whole time she’d slammed the pedal to the floor, the whole time she’d generated a blinding cloud of dry dirt to cover Archie’s car, she’d pictured Smokey’s clear, light-gray eyes watching her with admiration.

She imagined him deciding to take her to the Crystal Ballroom next Saturday night to toss her around to fast jazz.

“Lovely ... hair.”

Dottie turned to find Madge Laugherty standing beside another canal-fed oak and, also, standing in the greatest triumph of all: within the circle of Smokey Black’s arms.

He leaned back against the tree, mostly hidden in shadow, but Dottie would know the appealing shape of him anywhere.

She had a moment to wonder just what in the world Smokey was doing with the likes of Madge behind that tree when one of the most thrilling drag races of the summer had just gone down a few yards away. He must have missed it! Then, registering Madge’s hair comment and cruel tone, Dottie self-consciously touched her curls. In her mind, she could suddenly imagine what a mess she was.

Didn’t Smokey know she’d won again?

“I think my kerchief blew off,” she heard herself say. She even sounded stupid to herself.

Madge and Smokey both chuckled, but Dottie noticed it was Madge Smokey was looking at in the moonlight. Madge with her perfect style and her careful cosmetics. Her lovely, blue-plaid dress and her grown-woman body.

“But I won.” Dottie tried to stand taller.

The others had left the Model T and were drifting back toward them now. The shared-jug crowd was gradually joining them, too.

“Well, well,” Madge said, pausing to let the gaze from her black-fringed eyes travel up and down Dottie. She had allowed more time, it seemed, for the others to hear when she said: “Aren’t you just every man’s ... ideal?”

It wasn’t the words.

It was the way she said them.

Dottie looked down at herself, too, at her high-belted slacks and plain white shirt that now featured smudges of dirt. She looked up into the eyes of the grinning boys who all saw her as some kind of pet, some anomaly who defied death each Saturday night. Some were laughing at Madge’s description.

Then she heard Smokey Black laugh.

She heard him, the rich sound of it from the shadows, and she saw him turn to look at her, the word “ideal” flickering around her like the light of fireflies.

Dottie, at fifteen, knew with the knowledge of a grown woman that she was not Smokey’s ideal.

Her face burned, her eyes stung, and winning another race was suddenly astoundingly lonely. 

So, she simply told herself she would do the worst thing she could think of to Smokey Black. She would leave him to Madge. Punishment enough for any man. Leave him with yet another silly girl who didn’t care about him at all but who dreamed of being the next Mrs. Black of the famous and expansive Black-Pool Farms.

Just as Dottie’s family owned most of the north shore amusement park, Smokey and Reggie Black’s family owned nearly all the surrounding farmland.

Swiping an angry tear away and returning to the fast jalopy that wasn’t hers but that understood her, Dottie realized how unfair life could really be.

Smokey Black should not be loved for his family’s money and property ... though maybe it was fair to adore him for the way he looked in his swim captain’s suit, waving at the crowd.

And she, Dottie Berkeley, should be loved at least for winning the road race another week running. 

That had to be someone’s ideal.
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Chapter One
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March 26, 1947

Twelve Years Later

Late spring ice storms made it hard to get a roller coaster repaired in time for summer.

Dottie stomped down the midway, gloved hands shoved in the pockets of her father’s work coat, but beneath the coat she was decidedly under-dressed for the sudden return of winter.

“Look, we can just talk about it tomorrow, Dottie.” Behind her, her brother-in-law Walter had a clipboard held over his forehead like a visor or, more aptly, a hard hat. The slicing bits of sleet hammering from the sky did hurt, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of admitting it when they only had two months—and counting—until the summer opening.

The pair stopped on the shoreline of Buckeye Lake’s “little lake,” where The Dips coaster stretched over the dark water. Hissing sounds echoed loud around them as the ice-rain speared the lake water.

Just yesterday, the spring sun had been shining on that same water. Daffodils had sprung up weeks before, only to be beaten mercilessly this afternoon by wind and ice. 

“I despise Ohio.” Each of Walter’s grumbles was testier than the last.

“Right there.” Dottie pulled her hand from her pocket to point at The Dips. “See where those two boards look compromised? At the second hill?”

Walter squinted, his large ears bright red. “Yeah. I see.”

Dottie glanced over to make sure he did. She didn’t take safety lightly. “I walked it last week. That whole section there needs to be reworked before May.” She had to speak up to be heard over the wind, which tried hard to send Walter’s clipboard cover sailing away. She watched him fight to make note of the location, the stub of his pencil swallowed by his thick glove.

Walter was her ride manager, a “pity job” Shelby Berkeley, her father, had given him when Walter had married her younger sister, Carla. The kid had been armed with few ambitions and no source of income. This, in fact, had become a pattern in the Berkeley family. Shelby’s four children had all been girls, and those girls tended to fall for the kind of man who needed a little guidance.

Except for Dottie. She was the one offering guidance, generally. If her sisters tended toward a certain type of man, all she “tended” was the amusement park ... and her three brothers-in law. Of them, Walter was her favorite. He did exactly what she told him to do, and in recent years had even offered an idea or two of his own.

“Got it. By May,” he growled. “Now, let’s go in.”

He and Carla had spent the winter in southern Georgia with friends and returned to Buckeye Lake, it seemed, one week too soon.

“Have Watson’s crew work on it.” Dottie led the way back to the office. “Tomorrow,” she added, just to irritate him.

“Tomorrow? This is ice, for Pete’s sake.”

“The paper said sun tomorrow.”

“I hate Ohio.” He mumbled other descriptors, and Dottie burrowed her chin deeper into the coat, trying not to smile over Walter’s mood. The Buckeye State really could offer its worst in March. Still, she wished she could think of some other repair that would keep them out longer, if only to get Walter’s goat. After all, after the Christmas blizzard she’d endured, her brother-in-law’s suntan offended Dottie deep in her soul.

Walter drew alongside her. “Your pop’s in the billiard hall, you know.”

Dottie shot him a look. Walter didn’t need to tell her Shelby Berkeley would be drunk there. If he was in the billiard hall—or the drug store or the diner or the bus station or even the post office—he was sure to be drunk by this time of day.

Shelby’s drinking was one of only two things Dottie could not control.

The other was the weather.

When Walter peeled off to head home, he called out, “Roads look to be getting bad!”

“Careful, then,” Dottie called back. She did like Walter. “See you tomorrow.”

“Yeah. Sunshine and all.”

She was grateful for the warmth of the amusement park office, where she shucked the heavy brown coat that smelled of pipe smoke and wondered idly if her father had his other coat with him on a day that had turned so suddenly dreadful.

Would he even feel the cold, though, if he’d forgotten it?

“Walter head out?” Sylvia Pool looked up from the desk she claimed every Wednesday.

“Yes.” Dottie struggled with the galoshes she’d slid over her heels. “He’s going to get with Watson and the fellows tomorrow about that weak area in The Dips.”

“It’ll get done in time,” the older woman assured her. “Mama Pool,” as everyone called her, was an accounting genius who was also gifted in telling Dottie whatever she needed to hear. She helped with the books weekly in winter and twice weekly in summer—not because she needed the work, but simply because she thrived on numbers.

These days, her boys had mostly taken over managing the agricultural empire Mama Pool had built.

Sylvia was the “Pool” half of Black-Pool Farms, a massive farming operation west of Buckeye Lake that the woman had created first through the inheritance of her own family’s farm and then upon her marriage to Reginald Black, Sr., owner of the adjacent spread of farmland.

Mama Pool had helped make Black-Pool Farms an agricultural leader in the Midwest, raised her two sons to think big, and then found herself bored enough to lend Dottie a hand with some of the park’s record keeping. In the years since Reginald Senior had passed, she seemed to avoid idle hours at all costs.

Today, as sleet slapped at the front windows, a second middle-aged woman also bent over a desk in Dottie’s office. This one did very much need a job.

“Hey, Lil.” Dottie patted Lillian’s shoulder on her way to hang up the coat. 

“Hello.”

“Ready for our first night of class?”

“You bet!” Lillian Turnbull Graham was dressed in a conservative business ensemble she’d been gifted from a woman at their church. She was currently stuffing boardwalk rental agreements for the summer of 1947 into envelopes as fast as she could.

Lil, a former dancer, did everything as fast as she could.

“About that class,” Mama Pool said from her own perch, and Dottie dreaded what she’d say next as the wind shook the office door in its frame. “Do you think you ought to cancel, Hon?”

“Cancel?” Dottie pretended (even to herself) that she hadn’t considered it. “I mean, I’d really hate to do that on the first night of the class.”

Dot’s Dash to Business was a six-week program she’d developed to expose war widows and single ladies in the Buckeye Lake community to office management. This way, she hoped they could find rewarding work with which to sustain themselves and their families. Dottie was to teach the seven ladies who had signed up the basics of taking dictation, simple accounting (with Mama Pool’s help), telephone etiquette in the workplace, payroll, type format, and other skills employers might value. 

Dottie didn’t like women of a certain age to have to shave ice for snow cones all summer to get by.

“Sounds like the sleet is sticking to the roads in spots, that’s all,” Mama Pool went on. “I do not think the ladies will come out on a night like this for class. Not the ones who have to drive into town, anyway.”

“After the blizzard, this is nothing.” Dottie heard how stubborn she sounded.

“After the blizzard, ice is still ice, and it still makes roads slick.”

Dottie sighed, noting with the backs of her fingers that her own cheeks were nearly ice, themselves. “What do you think, Lil?”

Lillian blinked, not used to being asked her opinion on anything. She’d arrived in Buckeye Lake two weeks before, accidentally crashing her eldest daughter’s wedding after disappearing from her two girls’ lives when they were only toddlers.

She’d been easy to convince to sign up for Dot’s Dash to Business course, having meekly declared her wish to learn something more practical than dancing so she could earn her own way in the world ... possibly even at her late husband’s family’s marina.

“Um.” Lillian hesitated, shooting a cautious glance at Mama Pool. “Is there harm in starting it a week later?” 

Dottie narrowed her eyes, but she knew when she was beaten. “I wouldn’t want anyone getting hurt.” She propped her elbows on the counter and her chin on her palms. “Would you mind calling the others to let them know, Lil?”

“Of course.” She abandoned the envelope stuffing with the same enthusiasm that had fueled it in the first place. “You have their registration forms on your desk?”

The outside door opened as Dottie passed the forms over, and the local newspaper publisher slid in beneath the shadow of a woolen cape. Emily Graham Mathison’s newsroom was a couple doors down on the boardwalk.

“Changed to snow,” she exclaimed, pushing the hood back and beaming at them. She blinked at Lil. “Oh, hey ... Mom.”

Emily was one of Lillian’s estranged daughters; namely, the one who’d tried to bring the woman back home after more than two decades. She’d insisted Lil live with her upon the older woman’s sudden return, but Emily and her sister, Rosie, were both newly married.

Loathe to push in at such a time, Lillian had jumped at the offer to board with Mama Pool at the big farmhouse. Meanwhile, Dottie had jumped at the chance to offer the woman a little respectable work.

“Hello, Em,” Lil replied earnestly to her daughter, telephone in hand.

“Came to tell you all the roads are a mess now.” Emily sidled up to the counter, mirroring Dottie’s position on the opposite side. “Do you have any more of those Dutch chocolates you keep around?”

“That’s really why you came over.” Dottie produced the classy little bowl of treats she’d taken to hiding from her life-long friend’s pregnancy cravings. “We appreciate the breaking weather news, though. At least you’re earning your candy.”

“Drew phoned from the Watercraft office,” Emily said around an entire piece of candy. “Said it’s bad. Ice is turning to snow, too, before it all blows past.”

All the women’s eyes slanted toward the front window. The patter of ice had, indeed, softened to something more white and more substantial.

“Worst winter I ever saw,” Mama Pool declared with disgust. Behind her, Lil was busy breaking the news about the cancelled class over the phone.

Emily nodded. “Good decision. Cancelling. Lottie and Carolyn would do best not to try coming in from Hebron.” She popped a second chocolate and worked to form words around it. “What will you do tonight instead, Dottie?”

“Hadn’t gotten that far.” She was scribbling another note for Walter before she forgot. Then she looked up. “Go ahead and take another piece for the road. Don’t be shy.”

“If you insist.”

“I saw you eyeing them. Your baby’s going to come out with a caramel center, though, if you’re not careful.”

“Ewww.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be eating broccoli?”

“Broccoli?” Emily gave her a skeptical look, nibbled off the edge of the next chocolate, verifying this one was also, indeed, caramel filled. She showed it off to Dottie before popping it into her mouth. “I’d rather have a baby whose blood runs caramel instead of broccoli. Why broccoli, anyway?”

“I don’t know,” Dottie admitted. “My mother, the consummate housewife, said she ate broccoli while she was expecting to make sure we grew right in there.”

“I ate potatoes when I was growing Reg and Smokey,” Mama Pool put in. “My boys turned out huge.”

“Did you also smoke when you were expecting Smokey?” Emily flashed her a grin. “Is that why his hair turned gray?”

“No, smarty pants. That was purely my own daddy’s fault. He went gray at twenty.”

“Still, older than our Smokey,” Emily noted affectionately. They’d all grown up together: Emily and Rosie, Dottie, Smokey, and plenty more lake kids.

“Speaking of which,” Mama Pool said, “soon as Lil’s done with those calls, I’d like to call my boys and see if one can come get us. Hear that, Lil? Let’s let one of the boys drive us on these roads. The farm trucks handle the ice.”

“That would be kind of them,” Lil said.

“I know it’s rotten weather.” Emily pulled her hood back up now that her future son or daughter had a dose of chocolate. “But I’m planning a big supper tonight if any of you feel like attempting Towpath Island in the ice.”

There was a beat of silence.

Lil was in no position to accept or refuse, since her transportation depended upon Mama Pool. For Dottie’s and Mama Pool’s parts ... well, Emily was not the kind of cook whose food a person braved an ice storm to eat.

“Dinner’s to welcome Rosie and Gabe home from their honeymoon trip,” Emily went on. “I’m cooking up ham and noodles. Rosie’s favorite.”

“I don’t think so, Honey, though I do thank ya kindly.” Mama Pool declined with real warmth. “I had a chicken thawed, myself. But I’m sure one of the boys won’t mind dropping you for supper at the island, Lil, if you’d like.”

“Then someone would have to be on the roads especially for me, so no thank you.” Lil offered her daughter a tentative smile. “Perhaps I could come see the newlyweds over the weekend, though?”

“I’m sure Rosie would like that,” Emily said encouragingly, even though they all knew those feelings could still go either way. “Well, I’m off to make my noodles. You all be careful on the roads!”

Dottie lived in rooms over the office, so being careful wasn’t what was on her mind as she finished her notes for the next day. Mama Pool’s adding machine made its clicking sound, the envelopes were nearly completely stuffed at the back table, and Dottie thought about her father.

Now she wouldn’t have instructing her new class to distract from the reality of him, so the night stretched cold ahead. She’d have to track him down at the billiard hall and then babysit him. Again.

It would be embarrassing, as it always was. Fletch, the bartender, would frown over whatever power Shelby Berkeley had thrown around after his sixth or seventh whiskey.

Once Mama Pool had finished her call, Dottie was next to pick up the phone.

“Mom?”

“Hello? Yes?” Winnie Berkeley sounded mousy even over a bad connection.

“It’s me. I wanted to let you know Dad’s at the billiard hall.”

A weary beat of silence. “Bring him home, then.”

“I doubt he’ll be ready just yet,” she responded with a glance at her wrist. There had to be something else to do. She’d go to the towpath. How could Emily mess up ham and noodles, anyway? Dottie made a decision, trying not to wish her own family was different. “Look, I’m headed out for dinner with the Grahams, and if Dad’s still at the hall when I get back ... I’ll try to get him home. I’ll try.”

Dottie hung up and opted again for her father’s work coat. “Sure you don’t want to ride over with me, Lil?”

“Thank you, but then you’d have to take me further out to the farm on these roads.”

“I don’t mind.”

“Chicken dinner with Sylvia sounds just wonderful.” Lil gave her a sad smile. All her smiles were sad. Dottie figured things were still a little unnatural with her abandoned family, so she hugged the woman before she left. 

“Be careful out there, Honey.”
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Chapter Two
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Smokey Black answered the phone when his mother called to ask to be picked up from work when the surprise ice storm hit.

He, after all, was what the family called their “good time” farmer. Because his livelihood was in pumpkins and Christmas trees, rather than livestock, he was a bit easier to reach by phone during lousy weather than his brother, Reggie.

He had the road to himself as he left the main farmhouse at Black-Pool Farms. That lack of traffic proved a good thing when the truck fishtailed a little on the ice, even with a covered load of fresh feed in the bed. The cab itself was chilly, but Mama Pool was too tough to complain about the cold. Smokey couldn’t say yet whether the same was true about Lillian Graham. He was reserving judgment.

He stopped once to un-freeze his wipers. It really had been a miserable winter.

The holiday blizzard that had struck the week before Christmas had been bad news, indeed, for a Christmas tree farm. Now, he told everyone he’d have nearly double the available trees this coming year, adding the positive spin the lake area expected from him. He figured it was a good thing he believed most of what he said.

Even now, as the road curved alongside his own Festival Farms, he was proud and optimistic about those rows of perfect spruces and the way they cradled the falling snow.

This coming November, the sight of snow-covered boughs would warm hearts with holiday cheer.

In late March, though, it was discouraging, to say the least.

Since he was planning for 1947 to be the biggest, most joyous year yet at the farm, Smokey had a long list of things to get done. Now, if spring would be a bit more cooperative ...

He tested the brakes on the Lake Road turn, a poorly maintained lane running behind the little waterfront cottages. The road was difficult to maneuver in the best weather. As he slowed, he slid again, farther than he’d anticipated.

Mama Pool had been right to call. It wasn’t merely slick. It was also getting difficult to see well in the early darkness and the powdery clouds of snow.

In fact, Smokey barely managed to see Pastor Skip on the curve ahead, bundled and already scooping away at the end of his driveway with a shovel. He was probably hosting a Bible study or some other get-together at his home. Snow did tend to pile there at the base of his drive because of the open shoreline at the church property. A chiseled drift of ice and snow was already forming.

The old guy must’ve wanted to stay ahead of it, as the white stuff still fell.

Smokey considered pulling over, asking if Pastor Skip needed a hand, but his mother and Lillian were waiting for him. He didn’t want them setting off on their own in Mama Pool’s car. It wouldn’t handle well on ice, and then, there was also the fact he didn’t want the old preacher to feel less than capable. The man prided himself on being active. 

It was the jerking movement of Skip’s fleecy cap in the beam of another headlight that startled Smokey. He sucked in a breath he would never remember letting out.

~~~~~
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Dottie was making good time in her ’39 Ford five-window coup since no one else seemed to be out in the storm. 

Always kept in top condition, the car purred happily through the ugly weather. Though of course Dottie no longer raced the country roads, she did spend her adult life in a famously spotless car, privately wishing to go faster at all times, wishing spring would just arrive and stay so she could give the thing a good wax.

Soon, she would enjoy being blinded by the sun glinting off the chrome of the coup.

Being blinded by snow, however, was less fun.

Dark was falling early, but she looked forward to a good gab session with Emily and Rosie. Like any self-respecting woman, Dottie had a list of things she wanted to ask her friends as soon as the three of them could be alone together. How had the family been coping with Lillian’s sudden return? Their grandfather had raised them after their mother had left ... how was Hickory Graham handling his long-lost daughter-in-law’s presence? How was Rosie enjoying her first two weeks of married life with Gabe Adams? How had her little boy, Charlie, done with his new-found grandparents while she’d been away on her honeymoon?

Dottie wondered if she could be considered a gossip. She didn’t think so. She just liked to know what was going on with her friends. Was that gossip?

She’d been a little uneasy about that after a recent sermon at church. In the end, though, she’d rationalized she just liked the news. It was necessary, given her role at the amusement park. And Emily, who had gone to church all her life, was an actual newspaper woman. Her whole job was the news, and what really was the difference between news and gossip, anyway?

As she maneuvered the curves of Lake Road, Dottie thought again about how much she had not wanted to cancel the first night of her business classes. That small group of ladies needed reliable work, and to have reliable work, they needed skills. Excellent record keeping, beautiful shorthand, fast typing, efficient accounting skills.

Dottie enjoyed those basic backbones of her work. She knew her new students would, as well, and she was hopeful she’d even be able to help place them at companies when they’d finished. It would be counted for her as a good deed, as good fruit in her life.

Surely bearing that kind of fruit would cancel out her less-than-desirable habits. Like maybe, kind of, sort of ... gossiping over ham and noodles. Gossip, she thought with satisfaction, was simply another form of accounting.

Humming, Dottie slowed on the curve just before the church. When she came around the corner, though, headlights pierced the slanted snow, blinding her. Pressing a little harder on the brakes out of caution, she felt the layer of ice under the snow take control of her coup.

Dottie sucked in a breath as she found herself facing a head-on collision with what appeared to be a pickup truck.

Her tires gave her just enough leverage to aim for the ditch as she slid sideways in that direction, trying not to over-correct, but the downward slope on the curve caused the car to go faster, then faster, the brakes useless.

“No, no, no,” Dottie mumbled, jaw clenched. She was a good driver. 

That was when her own headlights suddenly revealed the form of a man. 

The man was standing with a shovel in the very ditch she could not now avoid.

It was ... Pastor Skip?

His face was clearly frozen in the crossbeams of both headlights, and Dottie could not look away as her foot shoved uselessly on the brakes, again and again, as she desperately spun the wheel.

Her scream echoed across the half-thawed lake.

Her coup hit the man, and then it hit a tree.

That scream even drowned out the crunch of metal. 
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Chapter Three
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Doc Larson had a three-bedroom clinic north of the park. Folks referred to it as the “hospital,” though only Doc could ever be found there.

Dottie recognized the clinic immediately when she opened her eyes. Her family owned this building, too, and Dottie had collected rent every month from Doc since she was a kid. She knew the plaster work on the ceiling was new because she’d just overseen that project last spring.

Thinking about plaster made her head hurt, though.

No, the light from the other side of the room made her head hurt.

No, everything made her head hurt. Something heavy seemed to be pressing it into a pillow so that she couldn’t move it.

She blinked and brought Doc into focus. He was sitting near her. Rent must be due. 

No, not Doc. This was ... Mama Pool?

She’d just been talking with Mama Pool and ... and Lil, hadn’t she? They wanted her to cancel the first night of the business course. A storm had hit.

Dottie’s heartbeat was an uncomfortable flop in her chest for a moment. It scared her. There was a storm.

Three male figures were suddenly moving into the room. She squinted, still not able to move her head. Ah, there was Doc. Then ... Smokey Black? He must be here for his mother. Was Mama Pool’s head hurting, too? But Dottie noticed he had a bright white sling over his shoulder and arm. The white of it hurt her head when she looked at it.

“Broke his wrist, is all,” Doc said as they entered, but he sounded sad. “Lucky, I guess.”

Was Mama Pool crying? Dottie tried to focus. Was she crying about the white sling on Smokey’s arm? A broken wrist, Doc had said.

Smokey sagged onto another of the beds across the room, and that was when Dottie noticed Chief Gunn, the town’s police chief, still standing in the doorway.

She considered saying hello to them all. Gunn had always made a pet of her. She was sure she had questions for him or maybe for Doc, but her head hurt, and her throat didn’t feel quite right. Somehow, even imagining the sound of her own voice made her head hurt worse. What was it she felt she was supposed to ask them?

Mama Pool crossed the room and placed her hand on her son’s shoulder. The shoulder without the sling. “You know your brother will help out at your place while you heal.”

What had happened to Smokey’s wrist? Oh, yes. Broken. Dottie’s chest felt funny again, but not in the same way her heart sometimes felt floppy when Smokey Black was around. More like she needed ... help.

“Not much to show for this,” she thought she heard Smokey saying. His throat must hurt, too. He did not sound right.

“You did everything you could.” That was Mama Pool.

Sylvia Pool Black always told the truth. Her son must surely have done everything he could about whatever it was. He’d been there, was all she could think. A stutter of her heartbeat.

In the corner of Dottie’s vision, Doc opened a metal cabinet. The hinges shrieked ... like metal when it bent. Like the metal of a car when it hit a tree.

Then Dottie was shrieking too, a breathless and raw kind of shriek that didn’t manage to be loud at all. A shriek like metal. Because she’d ... she’d seen Pastor Skip’s face in a bright light.

“Skip!” she croaked like a warning, and it turned out her head was not pinned down because she lifted it, half-sat, and the room spun.

She could barely find Smokey across the room again. He’d been there.

“Smokey ... I ... Skip ...”

Then he muttered, “Skip’s dead.”

Dottie didn’t remember her head crashing back down onto the pillow. The room was still spinning. Mama Pool said, “Shush!” a moment too late, and then Dottie focused sufficiently to see her smack her injured son firmly on the back of the head.

Pastor Skip. Bright light. It had been her own headlights. The coup’s headlights.

The chief’s eyes were red-rimmed as they peered down at her, and that was the last thing Dottie saw before she slipped back into the dark. 

~~~~~
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“You knocked your head but good,” Doc Larson explained. He shone a flashlight into her eyes, and something painful pulsed inside her skull. “Try not to sleep, though.”

Then he left her in the now dark room, not really bothering to fight the sleep he kept warning her about. What would happen to her if she slept a bit more, she wondered? Would she die?

Dottie could reach up and touch the bandage wrapped around her head, and she could feel that her left eyelid was sore and seemed to be swelling a little more each time she tried to open it.

Her parents had stood near the bed, but they were not there now. It might have been a few minutes before, perhaps. Hours, even? Had a whole day passed? They’d looked at her in the bed there in Doc’s “hospital,” but she hadn’t known what to say to them.

They, in turn, seemed puzzled by her.

“Doc says you’ll be all right,” her father had said, the sweetness of rum still on his breath. Dottie had been supposed to pick him up, hadn’t she? From the billiard hall. Had her mother retrieved him this time? Winnie stood silent, a step behind him, as she usually was.

Finally, her mother nodded and patted Dottie’s leg beneath the light blanket. Then, her parents had talked on the other side of the door in words she couldn’t make out.

Dottie slept, regardless of Doc’s warnings. Maybe, she thought without alarm, she really would die.

But she dreamed of Pastor Skip.

Silly dreams in which she spotted him operating the Skee-ball game at the park, his hair fuzzy over his ears, and it seemed so realistic that she’d said to him, “I knew you couldn’t really be dead.”

Another time, another dream, she’d seen him swimming as he did each morning in the summer, the pale bunch of his stringy shoulder muscles freckled, but then the waters of Buckeye Lake had turned to ice all around him, and he could not hear her shout of warning.

“Try to stay awake, Kid,” she heard Doc Larson say again after she’d yelled.

Awake, her head felt over-stuffed with something painful, like briars packed tight inside her skull. Awake, Pastor Skip was no longer to be found at the park or in the lake or anywhere ever again on earth. Except, she feared, in every dream she might ever have.

Could he really be gone? She tried to sort it out each time Doc admonished her from the doorway.

Dottie tried to remember when she’d last seen Pastor Skip ... that is, before. Before she saw him in her headlights. 

Wait. They’d both been at the market on Tuesday. He’d been at the meat counter talking with Burt Strout, and Dottie had waved at them both. Skip had made a little motion at the side of his nose, a private joke between them that dated back to Dottie being maybe five years old. The preacher had managed to convince her as a little girl, repeatedly, that she had something stuck on the side of her nose. She’d fallen for it enough times that he laughed harder with each repetition. Nowadays, she pantomimed her own part to humor the older man, winking to him at the market as she scrubbed at the invisible nose smudge.

When they’d been snowed in at the Island Inn during the holiday blizzard, Pastor Skip had defeated Dottie at chess no less than four times. As he talked about his son during the third game, he had said Gil was finally “right” with the Lord.

“Is that what he said? That’s wonderful.” She’d also grown up with Gil, after all, and it had been hard to see him floundering as a young man.

“He said it, but I also know it’s true because of the fruit he’s producing now.”

Dottie had nodded at that and moved her knight on the board, but she’d chewed on those words throughout the Christmas season. Something bothered her—not about Gil, but about herself. Something about fruit.

She’d never thought of fruit as evidence. What was the “fruit” in her own life? Was she a little behind in some heavenly board game and didn’t even know it? With little else to do to pass the time, Dottie had snuggled beneath the inn’s fine blankets and poured over the Gospels, reading beyond the Christmas story as the blizzard winds had blown. 

Suddenly, the concept of “fruit” seemed to be everywhere. True followers were to be known by their fruit.

Dottie had returned to the amusement park’s main office to still quieter days following the storm, during which the world dug itself out, and she determined to dig in. She would bear better fruit. In fact, she’d burst with it.

She had been eager to report to Pastor Skip about her first night with the women in the business class because she just knew it was going to be a success.

She knew how to make things work well.

Instead, she’d cancelled the class that night. 

And, anyway, Pastor Skip died last night.

Because of her.

In terms of fruit and scorekeeping, Dottie knew she was profoundly and irrevocably in the hole.

In the “hospital,” she learned if she cried hard enough, both her eyes would all but swell shut, probably because of the injury. Through them, she saw that light was beginning to come through the window. Actual sunlight.

A new day. But in this day, Dottie Berkeley was a killer.
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Chapter Four
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Warm, sunshine-squinty days always made Smokey want to put a fresh coat of white paint on just about everything.

On a late afternoon in April, weeks after the accident, he sloshed his brush across the roadside fence in front of his farm. The sun baked his shoulders, the grass smelled freshly mown, and a killdeer bird made persistent, threatening chirps from the gravel berm a few feet away.

“Lays its eggs among the rocks like a fool and then spends the rest of the time hollering at us to stay away.” Smokey shook his head, dipping his brush back in the pail.

His companion, Hugh McMullen, did not reply. Hugh rarely replied to anyone, since the war. In fact, though he showed up most days to work, Smokey knew precious little about the man except that he still lived half a mile away, with his folks. Then, there was what he’d heard about him from Al and Beau at the filling station. 

Hugh “got spooked” over there, they said, “that’s all.”

Anyway, Smokey knew a farm was a place a man could feel safe, and he also knew Hugh arrived early, stayed late, and quietly did whatever needed to be done in the in-between. That was enough for Smokey. 

A glance told him Hugh was watching the two killdeers out the corner of his eye.

“Grandpa always called them noisy plovers,” Smokey continued, swiping the brush awkwardly with his left hand while a burning itch set fire to his right wrist inside its bulky cast. Frustrated, he propped the brush against the can and growled. “I’m cutting this thing off come the weekend. I really am.”

He strolled a few feet down the fence line, where a tree had obligingly dropped some twigs from its branches. He jabbed one inside the cast, down past his fingers to the pad of his palm, pushing toward the spot that had needed scratching for most of the week.

Smokey heard the hum of his mother’s Fleetline before he saw it crest the little hill on the other side of the farm’s drive. Mama Pool’s own house, the original family farmstead, was just shy of a mile up the road, but it wasn’t uncommon for her to swing in for a chat with her extremely large “baby boy.” She pulled alongside, put the car in park, and cranked the window the rest of the way down.

“Fence looks real good,” she observed. “Hey there, Hugh.”

Hugh nodded, waved, and turned back to his work.

Smokey pushed his hat back on his forehead with his left hand, leaving the twig sticking ominously out of the plaster cast. “Think it needs another coat?”

“Why do you always ask me that? When you never like my answer?”

“Sounds like it’s gonna need a second coat, Hugh,” he called over his shoulder. He stepped closer to the car and noticed Mama Pool’s lavender formal jacket and skirt. “You coming from the courthouse?”

She nodded in response and kept staring at the fence. “Figured I’d swing back by the house, pick up Lil, see if she wants to put in a couple hours at the park office.” She didn’t have to remind him the two women had been trying to keep up with things there as best they could for Dottie’s sake. Mama Pool cut him a glance now, narrowing that glance at his cast. “And just what are you doing? Don’t go shoving that stick in there, Levi Black. Do you have any sense at all?”

“Itches.”

“It’ll break off, and then where will you be?”

“I’m breaking the whole cast off anyway in a day or two. It’s hot, it’s itchy, and my left hand’s not worth a plugged nickel. Weather’s fit, and I’ve got farm work to do.”

“It hasn’t been on there anywhere near two months yet,” she scolded, leaning out her window a little to inspect it. “Though it looks dirty enough to have been there two years.”

Smokey took a few steps back to his dripping paint brush and proceeded to swipe white paint across the cast with a flourish. “There.” He winked. “Freshened right up.”

Mama Pool made the face she always made when she was trying not to laugh at one or both of her sons. “Ridiculous.”

“So,” he said, moving back to her. “What’d the judge end up doing with her?”

Smokey had refused to go back to the court after he’d appeared to give his statement.

Had the roads been slick?

Could you tell how fast Miss Berkeley was driving?

“Involuntary manslaughter.”

Smokey looked down to kick a piece of gravel. Hugh moved further down the fence row with his own bucket, and the killdeer even gave up and hopped away.

“You should have come back to the courthouse,” his mother said.

He absolutely should not have. What good would it have served? Dottie Berkeley had always represented something to him, even if he couldn’t quite put into words just what that might be. Seeing her looking so small in that room, the gash still healing on her forehead, the sleeves of her soft pink sweater wrapped tight around her torso as though to hold herself together ... No. He hadn’t spent a minute longer there than he’d had to.

“I’m just saying ... she could have used another ally. God knows.”

Smokey grunted. She had other friends, didn’t she?

“You should’ve heard the things the Russells said about her.” Mama Pool shook her head.

“What? What’d the Russells have to do with anything?”

“Brought up all these stories about Dottie racing cars out on Old Canal Road. I mean ... well, I forgot about that, truth be told.”

“You knew about that?”

Mama Pool smirked. “I knew about everything, son of mine.”

He shrugged and worked the stick around again against his hand. It ... almost ... reached. “That was Reggie’s business, anyway. The drag racing. Not mine.”

“No. You were all tucked into your bed by nine, of course.”

“Anyway, what did the Russells mean, bringing that up? What’d it have to do with the accident? Dottie doesn’t race cars anymore. I mean, for crying out loud.” At least, he didn’t think she did. He tried to imagine it, her in those fitted skirts and heels, her dark hair in that low bun, gunning an engine. It almost made him smile.

A lot of things changed in a decade, except maybe not for Glen and Marge Russell stirring up trouble for their neighbors.

Still, Smokey did indulge in a warm memory of Dottie Berkeley vaulting into his brother’s jalopy when she was little more than a kid ... but little more than a kid who had started looking rather fine in those skirts.

“The judge asked her if she races.”

Now he did chuckle. “And?”

“She said she does not.”

“Of course not. Were they suggesting she was ... what, drag racing on the lake road in the middle of an ice storm?”

“Zeke Bishop claimed she might as well have been racing coming up on that curve the day of the accident. He watched the whole thing from his living room, he said.”

“I don’t have any idea how fast Dottie was driving,” Smokey said, shaking his head. His mother had heard him admit as much to the court, under oath.

He had no way of knowing what was happening as she’d rounded that curve, except that her fine car slid all over the place in slow motion. It was all blurred now by the memory of trying to get to Skip. Running back to pull Dottie out, his wrist screaming as loud as she had been.

As a Navy frogman, Smokey had seen a good deal in the war, but the war had been over for a spell now. There was no reason he’d just now start dreaming of it, except that maybe Dottie’s screams had set it off. Like something had been waiting quietly in his head, and now it was jarred loose. 

A late spring ice storm at Buckeye Lake had somehow whirled in his mind to become water explosions and grisly covert ops, mingling with Pastor Skip’s blood on the snow, Dottie’s head bleeding down over her eyes as she’d cried. He’d woken up sweating more than not lately, and this invisible injury bothered him more than the itch beneath the cast.

Smokey, after all, was not a nightmare kind of man. He was happy. He’d always been happy.

“She won’t be driving any time soon, at any rate,” Mama Pool was saying. “They took her license for a whole year. I don’t know if her daddy pulled some strings to keep it at just the loss of her license, but maybe that’s just what people were saying. That he pulled strings. I don’t really know.”

“People say a lot of things.”

Smokey kissed his mother on the cheek before she drove off, and he turned back to the milky paint as he considered how long it might take for the whole business with the accident to blow over. It had to blow over. After all, he’d heard Dottie Berkeley could hardly go into work at the amusement park anymore. 

Folks were cruel.

“Her bossy, managing ways won’t save her now.” That was the milkman who’d shared that. But Smokey couldn’t help wondering, as he worked silently beside Hugh in the spring sunshine, what bossiness had to do with losing control of a vehicle on the ice.

Would people have said the same kinds of things if it had been one of Dottie’s brothers-in-law driving the car that day?

Anyway, it was no business of Smokey’s. He dropped the brush again, jammed the stick deeper into his cast, and heard it snap.
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Chapter Five
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A box of posters and promotional materials had arrived at the village post office. They advertised the season’s opening band, Gene Krupa’s orchestra. 

Dottie had worked hard for over a year to cinch the deal with Krupa. Still, arranging the contract had been easier than today’s task: picking up that box of posters.

Dottie’s palms were sweating in her gloves before she reached the door. The post office was attached to the market, with a machine in front, from which cigarettes could be purchased. Dottie didn’t smoke much, but she contemplated it now. A sand-colored awning shaded the entrance, which allowed her to see her reflection clearly in the glass door. 

She’d taken the bandage off her head for good the other day. The wound looked like a claw had swiped viciously along her hairline and stopped above the temple. It would serve as a reminder to everyone, Dottie knew, that there was no pretending anything away. 

The local church was mourning its pastor, and she was the reason why.

She sucked in a shaking breath and gripped her purse strap on her shoulder with both hands to keep them from shaking. She could do this. 

Dottie took her place in line behind Lynn Boyce, an attractive woman in her sixties Dottie had volunteered with in the USO. When a hush fell over the busy little post office lobby, Lynn turned casually to determine the cause. Her pale eyes met Dottie’s, and Dottie smiled at her in greeting. She wasn’t surprised when Lynn faced forward again, but she still felt it like another claw swipe. 

Others were at their post office boxes, retrieving today’s mail.

The pretty little star-knobbed and numbered doors had been a source of fascination for Dottie when she was a child, squinting inside of them to see envelopes of untold mysteries. She’d always loved the scent of ink and paper at those boxes, where Cath Perkins and Liza Saunders now stood gaping. Cath worked at the pizza parlor near the park’s entrance. Liza, her neighbor in the village, had a dozen kids who terrorized the amusement park midway all summer. 

The two women stared at Dottie for a few silent heartbeats before turning to whisper to one another, their stares unwavering. 

“What’s wrong with your head?” The question came from a little boy Dottie recognized but whose name she didn’t know. He was holding the hand of Constance Burden, who’d been a year behind Dottie in school. Before Dottie could think of an answer to his question, Constance shushed her son and turned him back into line. 

Meanwhile, Cath had moved from the boxes and leaned against the counter, pushing an envelope at the postmaster, Lou Badger. He’d been behind this desk since he’d returned from the first war in Europe, and his buzz cut was now bright white, his apron lined with sharp pencils. Lou said something to Cath that Dottie could not hear. 

“Well, it don’t seem right.” Cath shot Dottie a glance. Dottie held tighter to her purse, like the bar of The Dips coaster on a hill. 

“The Lord’s ways don’t always make sense to the likes of us.” Lou glanced up, then back down at his work. “Princess here gets the boo-boo on her crown, and Skip’s six feet under. Guess it’ll all work out someday. Not for us to understand.” 

“Heard his son couldn’t make it back for the funeral.”

“Where is Gil, anyway?”

“Don’t rightly know.” Now the whole lobby was involved in conversation.

“Thank the Lord some of the Grahams were already adopting that odd little girl the pastor was raising. At least there’s that.” 

“Such a good man, to take a little orphan in that way. God rest his soul.” Lynn pulled out her handkerchief and patted beneath her eye. 

The glass door jingled open again behind Dottie, who stood glued to the floor, staring at a framed American flag on the wall. The flag had been the first flag flown at Buckeye Lake’s amusement park. Her father had donated it decades ago. A fine layer of dust dimmed the pane, and Dottie focused hard on it. 

Liza grew bolder. “I, for one, will be praying for your soul, Dottie Berkeley.”

Why did “praying for your soul” sound so much crueler than “praying for you”? Since thanking Liza for the sentiment seemed awkward, Dottie simply swallowed and looked down at her own navy pumps. Maybe if she stared limply at her shoes, they’d realize their inherent victory and leave her alone.

“I cannot imagine living with that on my conscience,” Lynn said to Lou, still propped against the counter like she had nothing else in the world to do. Lou’s stamp echoed through the lobby. Lynn clucked her tongue. “I just cannot imagine. I mean, how would a body ever sleep again?”

It wouldn’t. A body hardly ever slept again, but Dottie knew she didn’t need to confirm that for them. She looked up and around for a path out of this line, but through thick tears all she saw were more bodies between her own and the path to freedom.

“Shame about that fancy car of yours.” Lynn took a package from the postmaster and turned around. “Heard there’s no fixing it.”

“Too much car for a woman.” Lou Badger’s words might simply be an attempt to deflect the venom in here. Dottie told herself that, so she wouldn’t be tempted to thump him with her handbag. 

Liza laughed. “Aw, Lou, you caveman, you. Not that you’re wrong. What’s a woman need with a car like that, anyway?”

Silence. Who was supposed to answer her?

Dottie realized they were waiting for her to answer. 

“What did you need with a car like that, Dottie?” Lynn’s voice was syrupy sweet.

“She doesn’t have a husband.” There was suppressed laughter in Cath’s voice. 

“I’ve got to admit, I’d pick a car like that over a husband any day.” Smokey Black’s easy, wry humor came from the direction of the door. Dottie instinctively moved toward his deep voice, the laughter in the lobby reluctantly shifting from her to their beloved farmer. 

He was leaning against the trim of the doorway, arms crossed, and Dottie fought the ridiculous urge to run to him. She felt him watching her, and she drew a careful breath, determined not to let the tears fall until she was out of this place. 

“Did you get your mail, Dottie B.?” He stepped aside so she could reach the door, his voice gentle now.

Shaking her head, she whispered, “It’s okay.”

“I’m here to pick up some seeds. You?”

Dottie couldn’t remember. Oh, right. The orchestra. “Posters.” She put her hand against the sun-heated door, the room silent behind her.

“Lou, are my seeds back there behind the counter? And how about Miss Berkeley’s posters?” 

Dottie shook her head again and pushed at the door, putting her head down as a tear did, indeed, escape. Too late.

Smokey leaned down as she brushed past. “I’ll get them to you, sweetheart. Go.” 

~~~~~
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The only good thing about Dottie’s parents’ rambling home on the outskirts of town was that it was on the outskirts of town.

People had to intentionally look for her there. There could be no accidentally bumping into her, as so often happened with her little apartment on the boardwalk, above her office.

Lately, any time someone bumped into her, it turned out very, very badly. For her.

Dottie lay on her side staring at the leafy wallpaper pattern in her second-floor childhood bedroom, trying to decide only by sound whose car had just pulled into the drive. Not Walter’s car. Not her father’s.

Her mother had come in to open the windows to the April air yesterday, but Dottie had yet to rise to shut them again. Not even when she’d shivered in the dead of night.

A car door opened and shut, followed quickly by a second one. Dottie heard voices, and she recognized them.

The Graham sisters.

Well, she supposed they weren’t the Graham sisters anymore, technically. Married, they’d be Mrs. Mathison and Mrs. Adams. They had built-in allies now. Dottie felt profoundly lonely, even though Emily and Rosie could only have come here to see her.

People didn’t come here to see her parents. Most people in the lake region weren’t fans of Shelby and Winnie Berkeley—not enough to visit them, anyway. Even Dottie’s own sisters had married young to escape this house, after all. 
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