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I never really believed in ghosts until Francis Coolridge tried to kill me two months after she died. I’ve made a ton of handcrafted greeting cards for hundreds of occasions, but never anything remotely like the one I wished I could create for her. I might head it wish YOU were still dead, or maybe even you’re invited to your very own WAKE, but I doubted either one would do much good. It was pretty apparent that Francis didn’t want me living in her apartment, and just as obvious that I wasn’t about to move out. We were at a stalemate, and while it was true that I was going to have to get used to Francis’s presence, it also meant that she was going to have to get used to mine. I loved my new quarters at Whispering Oak, and it was going to take more than a scatterbrained poltergeist to make me pack up my stuff and leave.

My name’s Jennifer Shane, and I own Custom Card Creations, a small handcrafted-card shop in Rebel Forge, Virginia. My business is on one end of Oakmont Avenue—a road that runs through the heart of downtown—and my sister Sara Lynn’s scrapbooking store is on the other. I’d worked for her at Forever Memories before opening my card shop, but I loved being on my own, even if I was just a sale or two away from the brink of bankruptcy. Our brother, Bradford, is the sheriff for all of Rebel Forge, and my aunt Lillian helps me out at the card shop. Sometimes the pluses and minuses of living in a small town are one and the same. My family is close, both in proximity and in our hearts, but it can be stifling at times. As the youngest of our clan, I often find myself chafing against their desire to protect me, even though I know they are motivated out of love.

A few days before I moved, I heard, “What do you call that ghastly hue?” my aunt Lillian asked as she came into the card shop one morning. I was displaying a new shade of paper I’d made in my small workshop in back, and I was proud of it.

Without glancing in her direction, I said, “Don’t you like it? It’s called “Lillian’s Dream.”

“It’s more like a nightmare,” my aunt muttered under her breath, then she waved a hand in the air todismiss the topic. “But never mind that. You’ve got to close the shop and come with me at once.”

“Lillian, I’m barely making enough to feed Oggie and Nash, let alone myself. I can’t afford to shut the place down.” My cats, though not fancy eaters, were finicky in their preference of national brands over generic fare. Hoping to squeeze another nickel out of my budget, I’d tried them on Stylin’ Stew and Jumpy Cats, but they’d refused to eat either one.

Lillian flicked a strand of dyed henna hair out of her face as she said, “You still hate your apartment, don’t you?”

“You know I do,” I said, remembering what had happened there the month before that had completely robbed me of my sense of security. Someone had made a rather concerted effort to scare me, and they’d done a pretty good job of it. The memory of the threat at my door lingered every night as I tried to sleep.

Lillian nodded. “Well, I’ve got just the place for you. We have to go now, though, before someone else grabs it.” My aunt was a woman of action, proved by a string of seven ex-husbands. She was only partially teasing when she said that she was always on the look-out for number eight.

“Do they allow cats?” I asked as I slid the rest of the paper onto the display.

“My dear, they embrace them. Now let’s go.” After grabbing my coat, I flipped the sign on the door to “back in fifteen minutes” and locked up. Honestly, I had no idea how long we’d be gone, but I was hoping whoever saw it would hang around, since I couldn’t afford to alienate the few customers I had. 

“So where are we headed?” I asked as we hustled toward her car, a classic candy-apple-red Mustang in mint condition.

“Have you ever heard of Whispering Oak?” I thought about it a second before answering her. “Wasn’t he an Indian guide around here two hundred years ago?”

Lillian shot me one of those looks that spoke volumes about her thoughts on my sanity, but I was being serious.

She explained, “Whispering Oak is a fine old house on the outskirts of town. There’s even a path from your doorstep to the lake. It’s wonderful.”

“If it’s so wonderful, why is it vacant?” 

Lillian took a curve sharp enough to fling the paint off her car, and by the time I caught my breath she had shot down a side road at the edge of town that I’d never noticed before. I’ve lived in Rebel Forge nearly all my life, and I’d always assumed the graveled path was a driveway to the house facing the road. Instead of taking us to the Jackson place, though, it led on through the woods until we came to an ancient Victorian home, replete with fancy shingle siding, gingerbread trim adorning the porch and a pastel palette that belonged on a greeting card.

“This place is for rent?” I asked, knowing full well I couldn’t afford to live there on my modest income. 

“Not the entire house, Jennifer,” she said. “However, there is a free room upstairs that would be perfect for you.”

“If it’s free, then I guess I’m willing to look at it,” I said. “That’s about all I can afford.”

“You know perfectly well I meant it was available, not without cost.” She bit her lower lip, then said, “It is reasonable, though—less than you’re paying now, I’ll wager.”

“I’ll take that bet,” I said. One of the few advantages of my current apartment was that the rent was within my means, though just barely.

Lillian parked, and I followed her as she walked to the front door with a purposeful stride. I was expecting her to knock, but she strolled right in like she owned the papers to the place. There wasn’t much forme to do but follow. The foyer had been divided into a vestibule with two doors that were obviously later additions. “Which one are we going to look at?”

“Neither one of these,” Lillian said as she shook her head. Then she pointed to a narrow staircase in back that I’d missed at first. “We’re going up.”

I eyed the tight passage suspiciously. “I’m not sure I’ll fit, let alone the cat carriers.”  

“Jennifer, can you really choose to be that particular on your budget?”

“Okay, fine, I’ll look at it,” I said, doubtful it would suit even my meager needs.

The stairs went on and on, but we finally made it to the top. There was a narrow door there, perched on a landing barely big enough for both of us to stand on at the same time.

I was getting claustrophobic without even going inside. “What is it, the attic?”

“Certainly it was at one time, but it’s a perfectly delightful space now.” Lillian reached under the rug and pulled out a key.

As she slid it in the lock, I said, “I just love these modern security features, don’t you?”

Lillian ignored my comment, unlocked the door and flung it open. As she stepped inside, I moved past her, finally having enough room to stand without her imprinting her elbow into my side.

I thought I’d hate it. In fact, I was already planning a few choice words that involved chasing wild geese and hunting snipes.

Then I looked around. It was nothing short of charming. While it had been an ordinary attic in another incarnation, it was now the perfect studio apartment. The bead board walls enchanted me, painted a pastel green that reminded me of springtime. Light bounced around the room, filtering in from large windows on either end while two dormers also served to illuminate the place, making it bright and airy, nothing like what I’d expected the second I’d realized it was a converted attic space. It was fully furnished with antiques built in the Shaker style, and while some folks found the clean design rather plain, I adored it. A handcrafted quilt covered the queen-sized bed, and a faded Oriental rug adorned much of the open floor, leaving just enough of the honey-toned heartwood pine beneath it to make me want to roll back the rug. “I don’t have to share a bathroom with anyone else, do I?” I asked, searching for any flaw I could find in its charm.

“No, the north dormer has been outfitted as one. It’s not all that large, but you live alone. There should be plenty of room for you and your cats here.”

I shrugged, not willing to commit to it yet. “So what’s the catch?”

Instead of answering my question, Lillian said, “Look out that window.”

I walked to the window she’d pointed to, and looked out. A small deck beckoned just outside the window, replete with an iron chair and side table. For a finale, Lillian pointed through the canopy of leaves beyond. “The lake is just a few steps away. Autumn is nearly here, and you’ll soon have a glorious view. Isn’t it delightful?”

I thought it was, but I realized Lillian must have misunderstood the price. “I can’t imagine how I can come anywhere near to affording this place.”

When she told me the rent, I didn’t need to know anything else. “Where do we go to sign the lease?”

Lillian smiled in approval. “I took the liberty of acquiring one from Hester Taylor.” Hester was one of Lillian’s best friends, operating a combination copy store-apartment rental agency-ice cream shop in town ever since her husband had disappeared one day ten years ago. The rumor was that he’d taken their cash, their life savings, and their dog with him when he vanished. Hester claimed besides the cash, the only thing she really missed was the dog.

“So where do I sign?” I asked.

Lillian gestured to the places Hester had marked, then took the document from me. “Don’t worry about the deposit or the first and last months’ rents. I’ve got those covered.”

When I started to protest, Lillian said, “Think of them as house warming gifts.”

“I’d rather think of them as paid by me,” I said. “I’m not letting you do this.”

“It’s too late,” Lillian said. “You already signed the lease.”

“Then I’ll default,” I said. “Or you will. I mean it.” I’d learned early on that if I didn’t stand my ground with her, I’d be stampeded.

She huffed out, “Blast it all, child, do you always have to get your way?”

“Think of it as a character defect I inherited from my favorite aunt,” I said.

Lillian thought about it a few moments, then said, “Let’s compromise. You can pay me back, but after your shop makes a profit two months in a row.”

“Are you sure you can wait that long?”

She scolded, “Have faith in your store, Jennifer, I do.”

I knew better than to push her any more than I had. There was only one thing left I could do. “Okay, thanks, I can live with that.”

“You’re most welcome,” she said as she hugged me.

We were downstairs, ready to go back to the card shop, when one of the tenants on the main floor came out into the foyer. “Who are you?” an elderly man with a black cane asked us fiercely. 

“I just rented the apartment upstairs,” I said. “I’m Jennifer Shane,” I added as I offered my hand. He refused it, then he took a step back from us. 

“You can’t be serious.”

“Why? What’s wrong with it?” I was beginning to think that there might be something I’d failed to ask.

The man shook his head. “You really don’t know?” He lifted his cane and shook it in Lillian’s direction, “You should be ashamed of yourself, madam.” 

Lillian laughed. “I often have reason to, but I rarely am. Now go away.”

With a grunt, the man retreated back into his apartment, slamming the door in our faces.

“Gee, thanks, Lillian, it’s sweet of you to make such an effort to get me accepted by my neighbors.”

“Pooh, he’ll come around. Give him time.”

An odd-looking tiny woman with blue hair and a nose like an ice pick I immediately recognized was standing outside when we walked onto the porch.

Lillian said, “Hester, what are you doing here? I told you I’d take care of this.”

The woman fluttered her fingers in the air like a hummingbird’s wings. “I just thought ... I was nearby. . . . Did she sign it?”

“I’m standing right here. Ask me yourself,” I said.

Hester continued to ignore me. “Do you have the lease agreement?” she asked Lillian.

“It’s right here, Hester. Now calm down before you have a heart attack or, worse yet, give me one.”

Hester grabbed the lease Lillian held out and without another word, she bolted for her parked car, a Cadillac that was tinted the most unpleasant shade of green.

I turned to Lillian and asked, “What in the world was that all about?”

“Hester always was a tad high-strung.”

I touched my aunt’s arm. “Lillian, stop dodging. There’s something you’re not telling me, isn’t there?

“Jennifer, I knew if I said anything, you’d miss out on a wonderful opportunity. It’s all nonsense anyway.”

“I wish I’d had a choice, but I’m already committed. So what is it you haven’t been telling me?”

She frowned a moment, then admitted, “There’s just one thing I neglected to mention. Honestly, it shouldn’t matter one bit.”

“Come on, Lillian, out with it.”

My aunt scowled at the ground, then finally said, “Very well, if you must know, some folks think the place is haunted.”

“What, the entire place?” Great, that was just what I needed, moving into Amityville.

Lillian shook her head. “No, the rest of the house is fine. It’s just your apartment that’s said to house a ghost.”

And that was the first time I’d ever heard of Francis Coolridge’s demise.

“So now I’m living in a haunted house?” I tried to keep my voice from shrieking, but it was tough to do.

“It’s all nonsense, Jennifer. Honestly, I expected you to be more levelheaded about the whole thing.”

“Well, I expected my aunt to look after my best interests. The world’s just full of disappointments today, isn’t it?”

Lillian took a deep breath. “Let’s discuss this as we walk by the lake. The air has such a soothing quality to it.”

I stood my ground. “I’m not taking another step until you tell me what this is all about.”

Lillian frowned, then said, “I know you; you won’t quit until I tell you, so you might as well hear it all at once.”

I planned to stand right there until she told me, but Lillian had other ideas. If I wanted to hear why my new apartment was haunted, I was going to have to follow her as she walked down the path toward the lake.

“Jennifer, first of all, you must know that I would never put you in harm’s way. Will you at least give me that much credit?”

I wasn’t ready to give her anything, but I knew that until I threw her some kind of bone, I was going to be doing laps around the lake until my shoes wore out. “I realize you wouldn’t do it knowingly,” I said grudgingly.

She paused, glanced at me for a second, and then nodded. “Fine.” Lillian’s step faltered a moment. Then she said, “Francis Coolridge was a friend of mine in another lifetime.”

“Oh, please don’t tell me you’re going to say you shared a past life. Who were you, Cleopatra?”

Some folks around town thought my aunt was eccentric, but I’d always stood up for her. It was starting to look like I might have been a tad hasty in my support.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “Do you want to hear this or not?”

I was beginning to wonder that myself. Maybe I should trot over to the library and look it up in old newspaper articles. Then again, the newspaper would report just the facts, and I knew I could count on Lillian to apply the backstory, and that was often more telling than what found its way into print. “Sorry, I’ll try not to interrupt, but I’m not making any promises.”

“As I was saying,” Lillian continued, “Francis and I knew each other a lifetime ago. We were locker-mates in high school, and the very best of friends.”

“Then how come I never heard of her until today?” I asked. “You’d think I would have, if the two of you were so close.” Okay, I didn’t mean to interrupt, but I couldn’t help myself.  

“We had a falling-out at our graduation party. I should have apologized to her, but I kept delaying it until the issue became bigger than it really was, all the while a wall built stronger between us with every minute our conflict continued.”

This was getting good. “What did you do? It must have been something huge.”

“Jennifer, the details aren’t important. All you need to know is that we became estranged that night.”

“Aunt Lillian, there’s not a chance in the world I’m letting you off that easy. Tell me what you did.” 

She stopped and looked at me long and hard. “I told you, it doesn’t matter.”

“Then I don’t want to hear the story,” I said as I turned around and started back to her car. She was stubborn, but I’d gotten my mulish streak from her. I knew I could outlast her. Sometimes it was hard to get Lillian to talk about herself, but I knew once she got started, she’d have a tough time stopping until she finished.

I was twenty steps back up the path before she said, “I danced with her boyfriend that night.”

“When you say ‘dance,’ what exactly do you mean?”

“Jennifer, don’t be vulgar. It was one dance, no more and no less. Francis was in the powder room and Herman asked me. I still don’t know why I said yes.”

I couldn’t hide my smile. “You had the hots for a guy named Herman?”

“He was rather dashing, as I remember him,” Lillian said frostily. “Now, do you want to hear the rest of this or not?”

“You’ve got my undivided attention,” I said.

At least Lillian dropped her plan to circle the lake. She stood there and continued. “Francis never spoke to me again, a difficult thing to do in a town this small. She moved away soon after high school, but came back here to live after her parents died. They were quite wealthy. The family fortune started with a gold mine in North Carolina, but they quickly branched out into acquiring properties all over the South. Then they started buying up newspapers here and there as a hobby. But the rumors around town were that they barely left anything to Francis, choosing a charity in Richmond to receive the bulk of their wealth, instead. The only things Francis inherited were a doorstop and some other equally worthless things, or so the story goes.”

“So why is she haunting my room? How did she die? And why didn’t I ever hear about this?” It was hard to believe that someone could die in Rebel Forge without the entire town knowing about it.

“Francis’s husband was related to the Dunbars, and the owners of the newspaper weren’t about to let one whisper of the scandal out. For once, something happened here that no one else knew about. As for the rest of it, you’ll have to get the details from your brother.”

Great. Grilling Bradford was the last thing I wanted to do. “Lillian, you started this story; now finish it.”

“Bradford really should be the one to tell you. After all, he was the one who cut her down from the rafters. You see, she hanged herself.”

A feeling of dread swept over me. “Please tell me she didn’t do it in my beautiful living room.”

“Of course not,” Lillian said, and I felt instantly better.

Then she added, “There wasn’t any place to attach the rope there. She used your bathroom.”

So there it was. I was going to be taking a shower in the middle of a crime scene. How in the world did Lillian think that would be better than my old apartment? “I never should have signed the lease,” I said. “At least no one ever died in my old apartment.”

“Not that you know of,” Lillian said.

“Why, what have you heard?”

She shook her head. “Jennifer, I assure you, there’s no such thing as ghosts. You’ll be fine, I promise.”

“If you’re so sure, then why don’t you move in with me?”

Lillian looked shocked by the suggestion. “I have my own place, my dear girl. Besides, there’s no room for both of us there.”

“Okay, then, I’ll move into your place and you relocate here. The cats will love romping around in your big old house.”

Lillian said, “Jennifer, you’re delusional. I’ll tell you what I will do, though. Spend one week here. If you absolutely hate it, you have my blessing to move out and I won’t hold it against you.”

“Do you honestly expect me to stay here for a full week?” I looked up at my room and saw the curtain fluttering in the breeze. There were just two problems with that: there wasn’t the slightest whisper of wind in the air, and that window had been closed when I’d left.

She said, “Oh, pooh, don’t be so dramatic. Now let’s get back to the card shop. You really shouldn’t leave it unattended this long.”

I didn’t even know how to respond to that. While it was true I was eager to leave my apartment, I hadn’t expected to go someplace worse. Still, Lillian had paid for two months there. If I could stand it for a week, maybe I could get used to rooming with a ghost.

Honestly, how bad could it be?
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At least I had a few days before I had to move. I probably should have spent more time fretting over my new domicile, but Custom Card Creations took up most of my conscious thought. Lillian and I were back working half an hour later. Unfortunately, the mob of customers clamoring to get in was more in my dreams than my reality. From the look of things, no one had even noticed that we’d been gone.

I was restocking some of our stickers when Lillian approached me. “Jennifer, this new gizmo came in yesterday. Would you mind showing me how to use it?”

My aunt Lillian had become a card-making fanatic since she’d come to work for me—something I was grateful for most times—but it was a tendency that could drive me crazy when I had work to do at my card shop. Still, I couldn’t expect her to help customers if she didn’t know how to make cards herself, so I put the stickers down and took the box from her. We’d just received a new embosser, and I needed to run it through its paces, trying papers from my supplier and some samples I’d made myself, before I’d recommend it to my customers.

I pulled out the tray, pegs and stencils, and then quickly set it up for her, explaining as I went along. “It’s the simplest thing in the world to use.” I held one of the stencils up. “See the cutouts? These will end up embossed in your paper.” There were swirls, curlicues and leafy vines cut out of both pieces of the hard plastic. “You put the base stencil down, then the top one above it. Pin it with a peg, slip your paper in, pop a few more pegs in to hold it all together, and you’re ready to go. Think of it as a plastic sandwich with paper in the middle.”

She studied it a moment, then asked, “But how do you get it to emboss? Is it some kind of press?”

I held up a burnishing tool, a gizmo that looked like an ink pen with a little silver ball on either end. “Press this into each opening. No, not like that. Trace the pattern. Don’t worry about filling it in, just go around the edges.”

She worked at it a few minutes until she’d traced every opening, then frowned. “I must be doing something wrong. This looks terrible.”

I fought to hide my smile as I pulled out the pins, took off the top stencil, then handed the card stock to Lillian and waited for her reaction. While I hadn’t used that particular brand before, I had embossed quite a bit myself, so I knew the process.

Lillian studied the results closely, then said, “That’s absolutely incredible. Now this is what I call elegant,” she added as she held it up for me to see.

“The pattern’s a little ornate, wouldn’t you say?” I said as I took the card stock from her. Lillian had used every shape on the pattern sheet, raising nearly every square inch of the paper. I couldn’t see how anyone could add the simplest greeting to it.

“Oh pooh, Jennifer. Not everyone likes your simple stylings. You really must unleash that inner artist and let yourself go.”

I took the embosser from her and said, “Okay, no more self-help tapes for you. Have you been listening to them while you walk again?”

“Scoff if you must, but they truly work.” She gently took the embossing stencil from me. “I’d like to try one of the other sheets, if you don’t mind.”

“Knock yourself out,” I said. “I’ve got to finish restocking these collage stickers.” The sticker set images came in everything from wedding gowns to teapots to floral bouquets. They were an easy way to make an elegant card quickly, and regardless of what Lillian thought, I could make an ornate card with the best of them. I was just finishing up when the front door chimed. Not only was it not a customer, as I’d sincerely hoped; it was someone I really didn’t want to talk to at the moment.

“Jennifer,” my brother, Bradford, said. “Have you lost your mind completely?”

“Sometimes I wonder,” I said. “What’s got you in an uproar now?”

Decked out in his full police uniform, my brother spun his cap in his hand, a sure sign that he was truly angry and not just posturing. I could usually tell how mad he was by the velocity of the cap. Judging by its current blurring motion, I was guessing he was pretty steamed. “You moved into a place where someone died,” he said.

“Would you like to field this one, Lillian?” I asked.

“No thank you. Goodness, look at the time. Jennifer, I have to dash, but I’ll be back anon.”

She was past me before I could grab her arm. So much for family loyalty. There was a real friction between my brother and our aunt, and I was guessing she’d just turned up the heat another notch. Well, if she was going to bail on me, I was going to return the favor and sing like a mockingbird in love. “I rented the place before I knew about its dubious history. Lillian told me about it afterwards.”

“Just tell me you didn’t sign a lease,” he said.

“I could, but you know how I hate to lie to you.” My brother was used to respect and consideration from nearly everyone in Rebel Forge, but I was one of the lone exceptions. He might be the law in our town, but he was still my brother, first and forever.

“Grab your jacket,” he said as he stormed toward the door. Only when he saw that I wasn’t following him did Bradford stop and turn back to me. “Why aren’t you coming?”

“As flattering as your invitation is, I’d like to know where we’re heading before I’m willing to leave.”

“I’ll tell you exactly where we’re going. Hester Taylor is going to tear up that lease if I have to throw her in jail to get her to do it.”

“Then I’ll just have to sign another one,” I said, standing my ground. If Bradford had approached me in a calmer manner, I might have taken him up on his offer of support. In fact, if the oaf had left me alone a few hours, I most likely would have hunted him down and pleaded for his assistance myself. What I wasn’t about to stand for was letting him make my decisions for me. Suddenly I knew that I was staying at Whispering Oak, whether my brother or Frances the ghost liked it one bit.

He stared hard at me, something I was sure made criminals quiver down to their socks, but I returned as good as I got. Finally, he said, “I never thought much of our aunt, but she’s really crossed the line. I can’t believe she’d do this to you.”

I didn’t feel much like defending her, but I wasn’t about to let Bradford take that swipe at her. “She thought she was doing what was best for me.”

“I can’t imagine how,” he said. Then I saw a grim smile on his face.

“What’s that all about? What are you up to?”

He shrugged. “Me? Sis, I’m not going to say another word. I’m just going to mind my own business.” He glanced at my clock, then said, “Sorry I can’t stay and chat, but I’ve got a date for lunch.”

“Are you taking Cindy out? Good, your wife deserves a break from the library.”

He shook his head. “No, she’s volunteering at the school today. I’m taking Sara Lynn to lunch.”

“Bradford, don’t bring her into this.”

He tried to look innocent and failed miserably. “Jen, she’s my sister, too. If your name comes up in the course of our conversation, it’s perfectly natural that I tell her your latest news.”

I could see it now, the two of them ganging up on me after they had a quick bite to eat. It was time to stop his schemes now. “I’m moving to Whispering Oak. It’s settled. You can tell Sara Lynn that, and I’ll tell her the same thing when you both casually ‘stop by’ here together after lunch.”

I could tell by his flinch that I’d wrecked his plan, which did my heart good. I love my brother, but sometimes I have to step on him a little harder than I want just to get his attention. Touching his cheek lightly, I said, “Bradford, I know you love me and want to protect me, and I appreciate it, I honestly do. But I’m a grown woman. I’ll be fine, I promise you.”

He grunted, uncomfortable as always with exhibits of emotion. “You’d better be. If anything happens to you, I’m holding Lillian responsible.”

After he was gone, my stomach grumbled, and I realized that I was alone. The only way I was going to get anything to eat myself was to shut the card shop down, and I couldn’t afford to do that. I rummaged through my purse and found a few peanut butter crackers, then grabbed the last Diet Coke from my mini-fridge. If my questionable nutritional practices didn’t kill me, how much luck could a ghost have?

Lillian came back to the shop soon after Bradford left, and I wondered if she’d been waiting in the shadows for his departure. I didn’t care. She had a bulging bag from Granville’s Deli, a new sandwich shop that had opened where Carly’s House of Style had recently been. We were all accustomed to watching shops come and go on Oakmont, but I’d hated to see Carly’s shut down. Contrary to its name, the boutique was run by an older man named Georges, who had better taste in clothing than I ever had. We’d become friends since I’d opened my place, but Georges couldn’t afford to stay in business and he’d shut his doors, a prospect that haunted my dreams nearly every night.

Lillian handed me a sandwich, and I took it eagerly from her. “Don’t you at least want to know the choices?”

“If it’s not still moving, I’ll eat it.” I took a single bite and discovered that I’d chosen a club sandwich, one of the worst ones I’d ever had in my life. The bacon was still raw, barely warmed, while the bread was at least as old as I was. If tomato and lettuce were present, they were hiding from that bite. The rest of the meat was frozen into a solid block. Lillian glanced at my expression, then wisely examined her sandwich before sampling it. Without a word, she wrapped her sandwich back up in its paper. “Give that to me,” she said, gesturing to mine.

“You know, I’d love to be able to say that it’s not that bad, but I’m not that good a liar.”

I handed it back to her, and as Lillian headed for the door she called out, “I’ll be back shortly.” I was glad I didn’t own Granville’s. It was going to be hard enough for them to keep afloat while the greatest influx of our tourists was absent. While it was true we had hikers during autumn and skiers during winter and on into spring, there were no crowds like our summer people, and I was hoping to hang on for their return myself.

As I waited for a real meal, I was in a pretty foul temper, hungry as a bear after hibernation, and I was at in no mood for any foolishness. When I saw Bradford drive up again, I rushed out the door to send him away.

One look at the expression on his face told me that he wasn’t there to chide me about my new living quarters. Something was wrong.

“What is it? Did something happen to Sara Lynn?”

He shook his head. “No, it’s nothing like that. Jen, you mentioned that Maggie Blake was one of your customers, didn’t you?”

“Sure, Maggie’s in my card-making club. We meet every Thursday. She makes the most hilarious gag cards I’ve ever seen. Why?” Suddenly I wished I hadn’t asked. Maggie was a real jewel, always ready to tell a funny story on herself, relaying something that had happened to her with the most hilarious results. Her sense of humor was barely inside the boundaries of good taste, but the cards Maggie made were so outlandish they were funny. She was at least as old as Lillian, but while my aunt fought every advancing wrinkle with creams and ointments galore, Maggie embraced her age, reveling in it, and I’d always admired her for it.

Bradford’s voice caught in his throat before he managed to say, “I’m afraid she had a car accident. After I left you, I got a call on my radio. From the look of things at the scene, she must have taken her eyes off the road for just a second. Where Cargill Road turned, her car kept going straight. If she’d had her seat belt on, who knows? But she didn’t. I’m sorry, Jennifer, but she didn’t make it.”

Oh, no. I hated the thought of Maggie not being around anymore.

“Sis, are you okay?”

“I’m not, but I will be. Life’s short, isn’t it, Bradford?”

He rubbed his neck, then said, “I see it all the time, but it doesn’t make it any easier to accept, does it? Anyway, I was on my way out there and I wanted to stop and tell you about it first. I know she was a friend of yours.”

I hugged my big brother, hanging on longer than I needed to, but sometimes it was nice forgetting that I was grown-up. Bradford wrapped me up in his arms, and I let it out, mourning for my lost friend. After a few minutes, I felt better than I had any right to expect. I pulled away, wiped the last tears off my face, and kissed Bradford’s cheek. “Thank you,” I said.

He looked down at me and smiled. “Anytime. If you need me, call, okay?”

“I will,” I said as I touched his shoulder lightly. At that moment, his radio crackled. “Boss, we need you here on Cargill.”

“Did something else happen?” he asked, his face suddenly taut.

“No big deal, but a couple of rubberneckers watching the tow truck rammed into each other.”

“Can’t you handle them, Wayne?” I’d recognized the voice as belonging to one of my brother’s deputies. Bradford had a blind spot when it came to Wayne Davidson, but I knew he was a total creep, and I did everything in my power to avoid him.

“Well, I could, but seeing how one of them’s the mayor, I thought you might want to trot on over and take care of this one yourself.” 

Bradford rolled his eyes, and then said, “I’ll be right there.” Then he turned to me. “Sorry Jen, but I really need to be there.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “Go.”

By the time Lillian came back five minutes later, I’d repaired my makeup, but my heart was still in bad shape. If I tried, I could almost hear Maggie’s laugh, and it was a sound that should have given me comfort, but couldn’t anymore.

“Child, what happened?” Lillian asked as she dropped two bags from Hurley’s on the counter. Hurley’s was an upscale pub that served some of the best food in Rebel Forge.

“Maggie Blake is dead,” I said, not meaning to blurt it out like that.

Lillian shook her head sadly and asked softly, “Was it her heart?”

“No, she had a car accident on Cargill Road. Why, did she have heart problems?”

Lillian frowned. “Not that I know of, but it’s a likely suspect when folks get to a certain age.”

I decided not to say anything about my aunt’s years. I didn’t want to even think about her mortality. “I’m going to miss her,” I said, managing to hold in my tears, though barely.

Lillian accepted it a lot more readily than I did. “She was a bright light, wasn’t she?” Then my aunt turned to the food. “I’ve got hamburgers here just the way you like them. I’m afraid Granville’s isn’t going to make it till Christmas.”

I couldn’t believe how cavalier my aunt was being. “I can’t possibly eat anything now. A friend of ours is dead, Lillian. Don’t you care?”

My aunt’s voice was stern as she said, “Jennifer, when you get to be my age, losing people is something you must accept with all the grace and dignity possible. Maggie had a good, full life, and from the sound of it, she didn’t suffer much in the end, not like other friends of mine have. I’ll miss her too, but there’s nothing either one of us can do about it. Starving yourself won’t bring her back.” Lillian must have realized how callous she sounded. Her tone shifted as she added, “The best memorial we can make to the ones who’ve gone before us is to live our lives to the fullest. Are you certain you don’t want this?”

She unwrapped the burger and handed it to me. Lillian was right, but it was tough to act as if nothing had happened. My stomach rumbled again, and I decided to follow my aunt’s advice. We ate in silence, every one of Lillian’s attempts at conversation dying in the air between us. I’d have to make the best card I was capable of in Maggie’s memory, but I didn’t know who I could possibly give it to.

After our meal, I told Lillian, “If you don’t mind, why don’t you work the front? I want to inventory our stockroom.”

“Jennifer, are you really in the mood to crawl around those dusty and dirty shelves counting stock today?”

“Grunt work is exactly what I need right now. If you run into any problems, just call me.” 

As I worked, I tried to put Maggie’s death in perspective. While it was true that Lillian had been confronted with the loss of family, friends and loved ones a lot more than I had over the years, I’d lost both my parents, two people I loved with all my heart. Losing them had been a blow, and maybe the fact that they’d been killed in a car accident, too, made Maggie’s death a little tougher for me to take. I heard the front door chime, but I didn’t think anything about it until a head poked into the back room. “Hey, any chance you haven’t had lunch yet?”

Gail Lowry, my best friend since the third grade, was standing there. I didn’t want to cry again, but seeing her suddenly brought it all out. She was dressed in a suit that was worth more than my car, and I was covered with dust, but Gail didn’t even hesitate to hug me. “What happened?” she asked finally as I wound down and pulled away.

“One of my favorite customers in the world just died in a car wreck.”

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “Is there anything I can do?”

I looked at her smudged suit. “Oh no, look what I did. You’re a mess.”

She brushed a few bits of dust off her jacket. “Don’t worry about this. I wanted an excuse to skip out this afternoon anyway. I don’t even know why I’m working. I already made my sales quota for the month, and then some. Anything I make from here on out will just go to taxes.”

My best friend was extremely successful selling heavy equipment to construction companies. Her startling blue eyes and thick black hair got their attention, but her brains were what persuaded them to buy, and keep on buying. One of the things I liked best about her was that she didn’t try to hide her extra twenty pounds, having her suits tailored to show off her curvy figure, enhancing instead of disguising.
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