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Gabby Jacobs slammed on the brakes for the second time since entering town. Ugh, why did everyone drive so slowly here? It took all her willpower not to roll down the window and shout at the driver idling at the four-way stop for much too long. “There’s no one coming!” she wanted to tell them. “Look around. The streets are practically empty.“ With her luck, though, it would be her father’s next-door neighbor or his doctor, or someone else she needed to be friendly with in the upcoming days.

Instead, she took a cleansing breath and eased her foot off the brake when the driver finally entered the intersection. She whispered words of thanks a few blocks later when the car continued on past her father’s street. Maybe keeping her temper had earned her a spot of goodwill with whichever higher power kept track of those kinds of things.

Just past her father’s driveway, Gabby pulled up to the curb and shifted her car into park. She glanced in the rear-view mirror, noting the few curls escaping her hair tie. Why were those new gray strands so unruly?

She gathered up the items she’d used on the drive; her favorite water bottle, her phone, and a tube of lip balm, returning them to her tote bag. But before she’d even turned off the ignition, someone rapped on the driver’s side window.

The person’s wide-brimmed hat prevented Gabby from seeing their face. Who was this and where had they come from? Gabby closed her eyes for a beat and worked to remain calm while she rolled the window down. Her mother’s saying about flies and honey stopped her from rolling it right back up again when a gloved finger poked through the narrow opening.

“You can’t park here,” the person said. “You’re in the way.”

Gabby swiveled in her seat to follow the garden trowel the woman held in her other hand. She could tell it was a woman now from her voice. She was pointing the tool toward the house next door to her dad’s.

“In the way of what?” Gabby asked. The lawn the woman pointed at was lush green and looked to be meticulously maintained.

“My tulip beds. You’re blocking my access.”

Gabby’s frown bordered on a glare. “Can’t you reach them from your yard?”

“Not today. I’ve applied fertilizer, and the grass mustn’t be touched for twenty-four full hours.”

“Okay. I’ll move my car later. I’ve had a long drive,” Gabby said. The woman’s finger slipped from view. Thinking the issue was finally resolved, Gabby moved to roll up the window. Without warning, the tip of the trowel pushed through the opening, jutting into the car—far closer than Gabby liked.

“You don’t understand how important this is,” the woman barked.

Gabby gasped, leaning away from the sharp implement, and tried to recall the neighbor’s name. Her father referred to her regularly. Mrs. Banks? Mrs. Cash? No, neither of those.

“Mrs. Penny.” The name came to Gabby as she lowered her window the rest of the way and forcefully pushed the trowel out of her face. “Why don’t you explain it to me? But first, let me get out of the car.”

The neighbor took a step back, barely far enough for Gabby to squeeze out. Why was the woman being so obnoxious? Did she think Gabby would go inside the house and leave the car here indefinitely—forever blocking access to her precious tulip plants?

Gabby stood behind the car’s door to shield herself. She placed her hands on her hips as she glanced over her shoulder again at the neighbor’s yard. She had to admit, it was lovely. It was even better maintained than her father’s, which was saying a lot.

“Where exactly do you suggest I park my car?” she asked the neighbor. Gabby inspected her fully, now that she had pushed up the brim of her hat. She was a small woman; wiry, one might say. Gabby guessed she was likely in her mid-to-late sixties. Her wrinkles and age spots said she was someone who liked spending time outdoors. Her stern expression suggested she hadn’t had the easiest life.

Mrs. Penny gestured to her dad’s house. “Park in the driveway. In Ted’s spot. You won’t be a bother to me there.”

Gabby was about to explain to this pushy woman that no, she wasn’t going to park in the driveway and constantly fight the problem of having her dad block her in with his car or vice versa, when she remembered. Her dad’s car was in the garage now. Probably permanently.

She sighed, lightly closing her eyes. “You’re right. I forgot I can use the driveway. This is all so new, you know?”

Mrs. Penny must have noticed the hitch in Gabby’s voice. She spoke a bit softer. “Will you be staying long?” She peered into the back seat of the car, where Gabby had squeezed a few bags and two big boxes.

“I have a tenant moving into my apartment on a year-long lease. We’ll go from there.” It wasn’t any of this woman’s business, of course, but since they were going to be neighbors for the next little while, it didn’t hurt to be polite. Flies and honey, flies and honey.

“Well then, all the more reason for you to use the driveway of your new home,” Mrs. Penny said as if that settled it. “By the way, my nephew will be here later if you need help moving in. I can send him over if you’d like.”

Gabby stifled a laugh. She’d packed her car herself and was more than capable of unpacking it as well. This made her think of her daughter, Marissa. Soon she’d be moving her belongings, too. Out of a college dorm room and into her first apartment. It had hurt a little when she declined the offer to come along to Delft Valley for the summer. Marissa wasn’t her little girl anymore. Teddy, her eldest child, hadn’t been her little guy for quite some time.

Mrs. Penny was staring intently at Gabby, causing her to realize she’d lost herself in thought. She shook her head. “Thanks, but I don’t need any help unpacking. Especially if I park closer. Enjoy the visit with your nephew.”

With a little wave of her trowel, the neighbor finally stepped out of her personal space. Gabby slipped into the driver’s seat and maneuvered into the driveway, uncertain how long this was going to be her home.


      [image: ]After going to the front door to greet her father and shedding her navy windbreaker, Gabby returned to the car to unload her things. It took only three trips to bring in everything she’d packed. What she hadn’t left in the apartment (she’d rented it as a furnished unit) she’d placed in storage. 

It felt strange having different parts of her life parceled up like this. She reminded herself that it was only temporary. She’d stay with her dad, assess his condition, and make a sound long-term plan for him—and for herself.

As she approached the house with her last bag, the sound of her father’s warm baritone voice filtered through the open kitchen window. The tune brought on a series of flashbacks of his singing. First, along to a pop song on the radio while he prepared Gabby’s sack lunch before school. Then a slower ballad while polishing his shoes in the evenings after his workdays. Finally, the old hymns while holding her mother’s hand before she died. Gabby took today’s upbeat song as a good sign. Her father must still be in there, somewhere.

The hopeful thought was dashed, though, when she’d taken her last bag to her bedroom and went to find her dad in the kitchen. He’d emptied a cupboard of plates and bowls and was wearing an odd expression. “Dad. What are you doing?” she asked.

“I want some tea. Only your mother seems to have moved the tin. I can’t find it anywhere.”

Gabby braced herself against the kitchen counter as she watched her dad move from the cupboards to the broom closet, where he continued his search by removing the mop and a few dust rags.

“I’ll find it, Dad,” she said. “You take a seat at the table. I’ll make the tea.”

Thankfully, her dad did not argue. He dutifully sat at the round kitchen table and began tapping his long fingers on the placemat. Gabby’s attention was drawn to his nails, which were a little too long and in need of a good scrub.

“What have you been doing anyway?” he asked her. “I haven’t seen you all morning.”

You haven’t seen me since Christmas, she wanted to say. She hadn’t intended to stay away for so long, but as her father’s decline progressed, it had become harder and harder to see him that way. The tipping point had come with a call from her son after his recent visit with his grandfather.

Teddy, in his gentle but matter-of-fact way, had said, “Papa needs more help, Mom. You should go live with him. If it were you who needed help, I’d do it. Even if you did complain about the way I fold towels and leave clutter on the counters.”

He had made her laugh—and cry.

Teddy was right, of course. And somehow, hearing it from her son had made the truth easier to face. So, she packed up her things and came to Delft Valley.

“I had some errands to run,” Gabby replied, playing along with her dad’s question. He smiled back, and suddenly all the cobwebs seemed to melt away.

His eyes shone brightly and clearly. “It’s wonderful to have you here, kiddo.”

“It’s good to be here, Dad.”


      [image: ]The town of Delft Valley was named for the large number of Dutch settlers who had moved to the area in the late 1800s. Over the years, the residents’ pretty homes with traditional barn-style roofs and lush tulip-filled gardens attracted a lot of attention. The scenic one-hour drive from the city made it an easy day trip to visit the beautiful little town and catch the springtime tulip bloom each year. 

Delft Valley residents wanted to capitalize on this. They erected a large decorative windmill at the town center, opened souvenir shops selling wooden clogs and specialty cheeses, planted even more tulips, and began the annual Garden and Tulip Festival.

In recent years, a second, fall-time festival had taken shape. It was called Booktoberfest and brought people to Delft Valley to celebrate good beer and good books.

Gabby hadn’t been surprised when her parents decided to retire to this pretty, small town after many weekend visits. After all, they were both avid gardeners, readers, and appreciative of a quality home brew. As far as they knew, neither Ted nor Diane Jacobs had any Dutch ancestry, but they fit in well in Delft Valley and they’d been happy there. Happy until Diane’s diagnosis five years into their retirement.

Suddenly their days were spent in doctors’ offices instead of in the backyard gardening. Reviewing test results instead of the Farmer’s Almanac. Ted had cared for his wife through her many treatments and surgeries, shuttling her back and forth to the city to see the specialists. Gabby helped some, but found it difficult to bear her mother’s rapid decline.

Now, her mom had been gone nearly two years, and Gabby regretted not spending more time with her near the end. This was her chance to do better with her dad, Gabby thought. She had to.

After tea, Gabby settled her dad in the living room so she could unpack. For a short while, she sat on the bed in the small guest bedroom on the first floor. She’d offered to trade rooms with her dad, worried about him going up and down the narrow staircase, but he insisted he was still going strong thanks to things like taking the stairs.

Gabby looked around the small, unadorned space. How strange to be a middle-aged woman moving into her parents’ house. She yawned and released her long, curly tresses from the topknot she’d wound them into that morning. The drive and subsequent interaction with her father’s neighbor had worn her out. She slipped off her shoes.

Her dad was likely already dozing in front of a game show. She wouldn’t mind a little power napping herself; just a few minutes before the show’s closing theme song would wake him up. Gabby lay back on the bed and closed her eyes. She was beginning to drift off when she heard voices outside. Shouting, really. Is that the neighbor? And is that her dad? He must have slipped outside through the front door without her hearing.

Gabby quickly pulled her hair back up, put her shoes on, and ran outside toward the shouting. “What’s going on? Dad?” Right away she realized what the problem was. Water was gushing from the garden hose that Ted held. It shot forcefully onto Mrs. Penny’s grass and adjoining tulip bed. Water pooled around her dad’s bare feet.

She rushed to his side and reached out to take the hose from him, hurrying to bend a kink in it to stop the flow. Then, with a firm grip on his forearm, Gabby guided her father back across the narrow driveway to his side of the lawn. “Mrs. Penny, I’m so sorry,” she called over her shoulder.

“I told you earlier, my lawn mustn’t be touched for twenty-four hours. Let alone watered!”

Gabby turned off the faucet, then returned to her dad’s side. Mrs. Penny had followed them and stood there now with her hands on her hips.

“Can I help you apply more fertilizer?” Gabby asked.

Mrs. Penny heaved a sigh and ran a hand through her short, gray hair. “I used it all, and the garden center has closed for the day.”

Now, without her gardening gloves on, Gabby noticed the neighbor wore a large emerald ring on one hand and what might be an opal on the other. They glinted in the sun as she pointed her finger at Gabby’s father. “You did this on purpose, Ted. You know that as the Garden and Tulip Festival organizer, I’ll be hosting the opening ceremony in my yard next week. The tulips will begin blooming all over town any day now—but not mine! They’ve been drowned!”

She turned, focusing her next wave of anger on Gabby. “And why did you tell him to do such a thing? Were you trying to sabotage me?”

Gabby stepped back. “I didn’t tell him to do this. It may be hard for you to believe, Mrs. Penny, but my father and I haven’t spoken about you—or your garden—since I arrived.”

A dog walker paused at the curb, no doubt interested in the neighborhood commotion. Gabby bit back a smirk, thinking of Mrs. Penny’s terror if the dog were to relieve itself on her precious plants.

“But, Diane,” her dad said, “you told me that the Pennys were on a trip so I should water for them while they’re away.”

Gabby suddenly felt queasy. Had her dad just called her by her mother’s name?

Gabby looked at their neighbor and watched the color drain from her face as she too realized his confusion. Mrs. Penny looked from Ted to Gabby and back to Ted. She swallowed, then tried a smile. “Thank you, Ted. But we’re home now. Please, leave the watering to me.”

The way Mrs. Penny had handled her dad’s mistake touched Gabby. Yet once she’d asked her dad to go inside, anger crept back into their neighbor’s voice.

“You better keep an eye on him,” she said, gritting her teeth. “He has ruined—absolutely ruined—my reputation as the best gardener in Delft Valley. What will people think when they see this mess next week?”

Surely Mrs. Penny could see that her father hadn’t intended to cause any harm. And was that even true? Were her grass and flowers ruined? Gabby balled her fists to keep her hands from shaking. She would need a lot of honey to trap this fly. “I need to get inside. Let me know if there is anything we can do to repair the damage. I’m not much of a gardener, but if you give me directions, I’m sure I can follow them. As can my dad.”

“I don’t want either of you anywhere near my yard!” shouted Mrs. Penny. “Stay away.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Gabby noticed the walker tug sharply on her dog’s leash, urging it on. She wondered how much of their argument this person had heard. No matter, the woman was gone now, hurrying up the street in the direction she’d come from.

Mrs. Penny went away too. Gabby resisted the temptation to stick her tongue out at the older woman’s back as she stomped angrily through the soggy grass on the way to her house.


      [image: ]The dispute with Mrs. Penny had rattled Gabby. So did the fact that her dad referred to her as ‘Diane’ twice more during the evening. Gabby gently reminded him each time of her identity, but she wasn’t sure he understood. She suspected that his confusion was because of her recent arrival. He wasn’t used to her being here, or cooking and cleaning for him. Those things had always been her mother’s role. 

Later, Gabby found relief when he looked up from the book he was reading and said, “It’s time for me to turn in, kiddo. How about I whip up a batch of pancakes for us in the morning?” And suddenly, he was back. 

“That would be great, Dad,” Gabby said, working to choke back tears. How was she going to handle this back-and-forth situation? She never imagined her first day here would be so difficult.

Before she went to bed, Gabby sent a quick text message to each of her children. Marissa was excitedly planning a spring break road trip with her friends. Teddy, named after his grandfather, would finish his degree next semester, and Gabby suspected he would soon propose to his long-time girlfriend.

The big backyard here at her dad’s would make a lovely venue for an intimate family wedding. As long as Mrs. Penny stays home, thought Gabby. She shook away the negative thought, reminded again of her mom’s advice. Flies and honey, flies and honey.
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Gabby barely slept that first night at her dad’s. With so much on her mind and lying in an unfamiliar room, she simply couldn’t get comfortable. So, when the sun peeked through the curtains, she decided to take a walk. She slipped into a pair of leggings, a hooded sweatshirt, and her running shoes. As soon as she opened the back door to slip out, a gray cat dashed inside. 

“No!” Gabby whispered sternly and began chasing the cat around the room. From kitchen to dining room to front hall to living room, she rushed around attempting to nab the intruder. Why did this cat seem to know where all the best hiding places were?

Gabby finally had it cornered, about to throw a blanket over the cat to take her outside, when Ted called out, “Jinx! You found Jinx!”

She turned to find her dad in his robe and slippers, his fluffy white hair sticking out from the sides of his head. “Oh, thank goodness. I’ve been worried sick about you, girl.” Ted went to the cat and scooped her up.

“This is your cat?“ Gabby asked. “But, Dad, we’re both allergic.”

As if on cue, Ted sneezed. “Oh, if I take an antihistamine, I manage. And how can I resist?” He was letting the cat nuzzle his cheek.

Already, Gabby felt like she might sneeze, too. Her nose felt itchy and twitchy. She took a deep breath to release the ever-growing tension growing inside her. “Dad, I’m going to take a walk into town. Do you need anything while I’m out?”

“No, kiddo. But don’t be too long. Remember, I’m making pancakes this morning.”

She remembered and felt touched that he did too. “I’ll be back soon. I promise.”

There were only three residential blocks between Ted’s house and the downtown strip of Dutch-themed shops. Gabby shook her head at the absolute beauty of the gardens and immaculately kept yards of every home in the neighborhood. They were simply perfect—complete with miniature windmills, decorative wooden shoes, and statues of children in traditional Dutch attire. These people must spend a fortune in time and money out here, Gabby thought.

Once downtown, she picked up the pace along Main Street, trying to get her heart rate up before breakfast. These days, she had to work a little harder to earn her indulgences—one of many things that came with getting older.

She found the town quiet at this hour. The only business that had much traffic was the coffee shop, Tulip Brew. As Gabby approached, a pair of young people held the door for several others to exit. Darned her luck. One of the people coming out was none other than Mrs. Penny.

Gabby considered hurrying across the street to avoid her new neighbor but figured she’d only draw more attention to herself. Instead, Gabby slowed her pace to a mere crawl, waiting to see which direction Mrs. Penny was headed. With any luck, she’d get into a car at the curb and leave before noticing Gabby.

But Mrs. Penny didn’t go anywhere. Instead, she remained on the sidewalk talking with a woman and a man. Gabby turned to a store window and pretended to be fascinated by the Delft Blue vases, plates, and crockery.

Engrossed in their conversation, Mrs. Penny and the others didn’t seem to notice Gabby at all. After pretending to examine every item in the display window—twice—she grew restless. That quickly changed when the woman speaking to Mrs. Penny raised her voice.

Gabby stilled, leaning slightly to hear them.

“I suggest you mind your own business,” the woman snapped, “or you’re going to be sorry.”

Gabby’s heart was beating more quickly than it had been on the fastest part of her walk. She stayed facing the shop window but slowly side-stepped closer to the group to listen in some more.

“I’m not afraid of you,” replied Mrs. Penny. “I only did what was right by turning you into the homeowners’ association for that heap of junk you left parked in your driveway.”

“Heap of junk? It’s a finely restored classic car!” said the man. “But thanks to you and your incessant harping, we’re now out a hundred bucks a month for a storage unit.”

“Rules are rules,” said Mrs. Penny.

“Ugh, you are such a pain!” the woman said.

After a few more grumbling comments, a little finger wagging, and some arm crossing, the group suddenly broke up. Gabby spun her back to them and went up the block in the direction she had come from. Her walk had been cut short, which was too bad. Even so, she went all the way home feeling quite smug in the knowledge that she wasn’t the only one in town who thought Mrs. Penny was a real pain.


      [image: ]After breakfast, Ted told his daughter he had some work to do outside. He promised not to go near Mrs. Penny’s yard. “I’ll be good,” he grumbled. “I’ll just be out there pulling weeds.” 

With her dad occupied, Gabby had time for some work of her own. As a freelance editor, she felt thankful she could bring her business along with her to Delft Valley. The writers she communicated with via email and video chats would never know the difference, after all. But she was certainly going to miss the ergonomic workstation she had set up in her apartment.

Gabby looked around at her new bedroom. Without so much as a desk, she’d have to settle back onto the headboard of the bed with her laptop perched on her legs. It reminded her of the way Marissa liked to do her homework during high school. But Gabby wasn’t sixteen anymore, and after a couple of hours proofreading an article and typing up detailed notes for the author, she felt stiff.

She stretched her neck and massaged a spot on her leg where her laptop had been pressing. These aches and pains confirmed that she wouldn’t be able to work this way for long. A hunger pang was the final straw. It was time for a break.

On her way to the kitchen, Gabby passed her mother’s craft room. She paused in the doorway for a moment, considering the space. It had built-in bookshelves and a large window letting in the warm morning sun.

She stepped into the room, remembering how much time her mother spent there before she became sick. The shelves held labeled baskets, each containing supplies for different handicrafts. She knelt and ran her finger along them, wondering what projects her mother had in mind when she purchased these items. Gabby hadn’t inherited her mother’s gift for crafting, but turning a full circle, she thought of what a lovely office space this room would make.

How to broach this with Dad? Maybe she could remind him that these craft supplies should be used, not languish away gathering dust. Suddenly, she had an idea. She could ask Mrs. Penny if she would like any of these supplies. A sort of peace offering after yesterday’s disagreement. Some honey for the fly.

Gabby heard the back door open and the sound of her dad wiping his boots on the mat. “Are you ready for lunch?” she called.

“I’m going to wash up first,” he replied.

As Gabby set about making sandwiches, she heard the cat meow at the door. She tried ignoring it but soon discovered the feline was incredibly insistent. Gabby finally opened the door, but the cat simply sat there, staring at her with a look of disgust.

“What do you want?” Gabby asked. The cat meowed. Should she feed it? She hadn’t noticed any cat food in the cupboard so far. The cat swished its tail and turned to leave, which was fine by her.

Soon enough, Gabby heard the shuffle of her dad’s slippers as he approached the kitchen. “It sure is a beautiful day …” He paused when he saw his daughter. “What are you doing here, kiddo?” he asked.

She held her breath as she considered how to answer. Was he confused again? “I’m making lunch, Dad,” she said.

“Sounds great. Are you taking orders? Or is this more of a you-get-what-you-get situation?” He took a seat at the kitchen table. “You know, your mom made a mean French dip sandwich.”

Gabby relaxed. He appeared to be doing well today. “I remember.” As she spoke, Gabby recalled biting into a perfectly toasted bun and decadent roasted beef seasoned with Au jus. “But I’m afraid they’re not on today’s menu. I can offer you ham and cheese on wheat or … cheese and ham on wheat. Which would you like?”

Ted chuckled.

The meal passed pleasantly. They chatted about their morning and playfully argued over whether dill or sweet is the best kind of pickle. As they tidied the kitchen together afterward, Gabby’s father asked, “What are you planning to do this afternoon? Are you all settled in?”

Gabby nodded. “Mostly. I would like you to show me around town later if you’re up to it. First, though,” Gabby took a deep breath, “I thought I’d offer Mrs. Penny some of Mom’s old craft supplies. I could really use the space for my work, Dad.”

“You can’t do that!” The strength of her father’s voice surprised Gabby. Was he referring to giving away the supplies or using her mother’s special room at all?

“I’m not giving your mother’s things to Nancy Penny.”

Gabby reached out to him. “Why not, Dad? They’re just getting old and dusty otherwise. They’re meant to be used.”

“Nancy is perfectly capable of buying her own craft supplies. She doesn’t need your mom’s.” He ran his hand through his thinning hair.

Gabby scanned the kitchen to find another topic before her father grew more upset. The cat cried again from outside. A perfect diversion. “Dad, the cat is at the door. Do we need to feed it?”

“Cat? What cat?” He followed her gaze to the door and listened. The meowing continued. “Oh!” He hurried to open the door. “Jinx, you’ve come to visit!”

This time, finding Ted at the door instead of Gabby, the cat gladly trotted inside with a swish of her tail.

“This isn’t my cat. It’s Nancy’s,“ Ted explained. “You know I’m allergic, kiddo.” He chuckled. “But Jinx likes to come in now and then for a little scratch, don’t you, Jinxy?” The last words of his statement came out in a baby-talk voice Gabby hadn’t heard from her father since her own children were young.

That was strange. Earlier, he’d made her think the cat was his—insinuated that Gabby would have to get used to it. But this situation made a lot more sense. And the cat’s secret visits to see her dad were probably another reason his bossy neighbor was so irritated with him.

Ted snuggled Jinx, and Gabby felt glad for the diversion. She hadn’t anticipated how upset the discussion about her mother’s craft supplies would make him. She would table the topic for now. Instead, she returned to work. She’d brought her laptop into the kitchen so she could keep an eye on her dad, who now puttered back and forth between the house and the garden.

She pushed the napkin holder and salt and pepper shakers to one side of the little kitchen table to make space for her laptop. Even so, there was barely enough room for her mouse. This wasn’t a long-term workspace solution either. She finished the project she’d started earlier and sent the billing invoice to her client. With a satisfied sigh, she snapped her laptop shut. As she stood to stretch out her shoulders at the window, she caught sight of her dad. He was on his hands and knees tending the soft, green shoots. Every few minutes, he’d reach over to scratch Jinx behind the ears. Seeing the two of them, she was happy he had developed this friendship, even if it was with an animal that made her eyes itch.

The temperature was warm for early spring, so Gabby cracked the kitchen window to let the breeze in. She could hear her dad talking to the cat now. “See this, Jinxy? These shoots are getting taller. I expect we’ll see tulip blooms any day now.”

From over the fence separating the yards, Mrs. Penny’s voice sounded in reply. “Ted? Is Jinx over there? Do not let her get near your lilies. I’ve told you over and over, lilies are poisonous to cats.” Without a reply from Ted, Mrs. Penny ventured into their yard.

She hurried over to scoop the cat into her arms. “Now, what are you doing over here again, Jinx?” Mrs. Penny’s next words were muffled into the cat’s neck. Judging from the look in her eyes, they weren’t kind.

Gabby joined her father and the neighbor outside. “Sorry, I missed what you just said, Mrs. Penny. Can you repeat that?” Sometimes you need to forget about the honey and swat at a fly.

Mrs. Penny’s cheeks colored as she lowered the cat to the ground. “I was just thanking your father for entertaining Jinx. She’s a curious kitty, but she knows better than to barge into other people’s yards uninvited.”

“She’s learned well, it seems,” Gabby said. She quietly held the neighbor’s gaze, letting her work out for herself whether the remark had been an insult or not.

Gabby found it interesting that Mrs. Penny didn’t seem as angry as the day before or as adamant about not being near them. She was coming to understand that these two elderly neighbors had a stereotypical love/hate relationship: bickering one moment and friendly the next.

“Jinx is no bother at all, Mrs. Penny.” Gabby stifled a sneeze. “In fact, I think she and my dad are quite fond of each other. They’ve spent most of the day together after all.” To her father, Gabby said, “Dad, shall we go in for some tea?” She started toward the house but turned around when she thought of something. “Mrs. Penny, did your nephew ever arrive? I don’t remember seeing him around yet.”

A flash of irritation wrinkled Mrs. Penny’s brow. “He isn’t arriving until this afternoon. Maybe I had my dates confused. Anyway, I have a festival meeting tonight, so he’ll be alone at the house. Perhaps he could show you around the town later.”

Why was Mrs. Penny pushing her nephew—who might be half her age—onto her? “That’s a kind offer, but I need to take my father to an appointment soon. He’ll be tired afterward. I’ll meet your nephew another time.”

“Appointment?” Ted asked. He set his garden shears with the well-worn red handles onto the ground beside the planter bed. “I need to finish up here.”

Gabby ushered her father into the house. “You have a doctor’s visit today, don’t you?” she whispered. “Let’s check the calendar.”

Gabby swallowed hard. Shame on me for using Dad’s condition against him, she thought. I shouldn’t take advantage of his memory loss. Then again, she might have to. Manipulating and maneuvering him in this state already felt like a constant chess game. She blew out a deep breath while putting the teakettle on.

“What’s wrong, Diane?” her dad asked. He’d settled at the kitchen table, fished his reading glasses out of his pocket, and was idly flipping through a gardening magazine. Its pages were curled and worn. He’d obviously looked through it hundreds of times already.

“It’s nothing, Dad. I’m fine.” Gabby had decided not to correct her dad directly when he called her by the wrong name. Instead, she’d gently remind him of her identity in more subtle ways.

The kitchen was quiet aside from the pops and hisses coming from the kettle and the sound of Ted flipping the pages of the magazine. Suddenly, softly, her dad began to sing. A wave of emotions hit Gabby, and she had to brace herself against the countertop. His warm, deep tones filled the air with a song he often sang to her mom, taking her into his arms for a twirl around the living room and later while sitting at her bedside as she lay dying.

“Earth angel, earth angel, will you be mine? My darling dear, love you all the time ...”

After a moment, with tears in her eyes, Gabby turned to face him and joined in on harmony.

“I’m just a fool, a fool in love with you.”

They smiled at one another as their voices combined.
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